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        No, No, No
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Watching Back to Black, the new Amy Winehouse biopic, made me want to look up footage of the late British singer to be reminded of her originality and her liveliness, which no work of fiction could hope to ever fully capture. But in the search process, I ended up staring, for an inordinate amount of time, at Funko Pop dolls. Winehouse has been sold in three versions of the ubiquitous collectible figurines. Each affixes her trademark Cleopatra makeup to the same blank, black eyes that grace the Fu...

      

      
        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
        Alan Taylor

        The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images in its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries in seven categories, including Birds, Mammals, Other Animals, Plants & Fungi, Landscapes, and Nature's Studio. Contest organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us below.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        The Cruel Social Experiment of Reality TV
        Sophie Gilbert

        More than a decade after watching it, I still get twitchy thinking about "White Bear," an early episode of Black Mirror that stands as one of the most discomfiting installments of television I've seen. A woman (played by Lenora Crichlow) groggily wakes up in a strange house whose television sets are broadcasting the same mysterious symbol. When she goes outside, the people she encounters silently film her on their phones or menacingly wield shotguns and chainsaws. Eventually, trapped in a deserte...

      

      
        New Male Contraceptives Could Be Infuriatingly Pain-Free and Easy
        Hanna Rosin

        Researchers have been hard at work on a number of male contraceptives, some of which could hit the market in the next couple of decades. Options include a hormone-free birth-control pill, an injection that accomplishes the same thing as a vasectomy but is easily reversible, and a topical gel men can rub on their shoulders with little in the way of side effects. There is a recurring theme in the research on male contraceptives: easy, convenient, minimal side effects."From the get-go, the researche...

      

      
        The Israeli Defense Establishment Revolts Against Netanyahu
        Yair Rosenberg

        On Tuesday, Daniel Hagari, the chief spokesperson for the Israel Defense Forces, did something extraordinary: He criticized the Israeli government. In recent days, Israeli troops have battled Hamas in parts of northern Gaza that had previously been cleared of enemy combatants. A reporter asked Hagari if the terrorist group had been able to reassert itself because the Israeli government had not set up any non-Hamas Palestinian administration for those areas.The spokesman could have dodged the ques...

      

      
        In the Game of Spy vs. Spy, Israel Keeps Getting the Better of Iran
        Kylie Moore-Gilbert

        I am a member of a strange club that nobody wants to belong to, but whose numbers are steadily growing: innocent people convicted in Iran of espionage for what Iranian officials call the "tyrannical Zionist entity" (in other words, Israel). Many among us are foreigners--businesspeople, journalists, tourists, and academics like myself, who traveled to Iran for what they thought would be a brief visit, only to find themselves thrown in prison on dubious charges.The European Union diplomat Johan Flod...

      

      
        How to Be Your Best Despite the Passing Years
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.A weird thing is happening to me this week: I am turning 60.I enter a seventh decade with no small amount of apprehension. This decade proved lethal to my father, and many people whom I admire have written about reaching this milestone with distaste. "I just swallowed it down to my hiatal hernia where it stayed, like a golf ball of peanut butter," wrote the legendary sportswriter Robert Lipsyte a...

      

      
        A Courtroom Parade of Trump's Allies
        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.It's common, in criminal court, for a defendant's friends and family to join them in the courtroom as a show of love and support. That's not exactly what's happening in Manhattan this week. More, after these three stories from The Atlantic:
	Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves.
	...

      

      
        Photos From the 2024 Westminster Dog Show
        Alan Taylor

        The 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show took place in New York City over the past week, showcasing more than 3,000 dogs of 200 different breeds and varieties. This year's Best in Show was awarded to a miniature poodle named Sage. Gathered below are images from this year's competition, held at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        Google and OpenAI Are Battling for AI Supremacy
        Matteo Wong

        This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.This week has felt like the early days of the generative-AI boom, filled with dazzling events concerning the future of the technology.On Monday, OpenAI held a last-minute "Spring Update" event in which the company announced its newest AI model, GPT-4o, in an impressive live demo. Running on the iPhone's ChatGPT app, the model appeared ...

      

      
        The Eight Dynamics That Will Shape the Election
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Where, exactly, are we in the election cycle right now?In most election years, figuring this out is fairly easy, but in 2024, it's not so simple. When Donald Trump locked up the Republican nomination in March, reporters declared that the general election had begun. But what's going on is not yet a midsummer campaign, nor does it feel like one. President Joe Biden has started stumping more aggressively and giving more inte...

      

      
        China Has Gotten the Trade War It Deserves
        Michael Schuman

        A global trade war is starting, and China is at the center of it. A reckoning for Beijing's economic model, which is designed to promote Chinese industry at the expense of the rest of the world, has long been coming. China's trading partners have had enough. The result will be a wave of protectionism, with potentially dire consequences for both China and the global economy.The most obvious and dramatic evidence for this was unveiled yesterday by President Joe Biden, who announced that his adminis...

      

      
        The <em>Baby Reindeer </em>Mess Was Inevitable
        Shirley Li

        This story contains spoilers for the Netflix limited series Baby Reindeer.In the finale of Baby Reindeer, the comedian Donny Dunn (played by the show's creator, Richard Gadd) achieves the kind of success he'd always wanted: He lands podcast interviews, performs before appreciative crowds inside big clubs, and scrolls through scores of online comments praising him for his bravery. He has transformed, as he puts it, "from a walking ghost to the center of a media storm"--all because a random audience...

      

      
        The New Workplace Power Symbols
        Michael Waters

        If you walked into an office building during the second half of the 20th century, you could probably figure out who had power with a single glance: Just look for the person in the corner office. The corner offices of yore were big, with large windows offering city views and constant streams of light, plus unbeatable levels of privacy. Everyone wanted them, but only those at the top got them. Land in one, and you'd know you'd made it.  Fast-forward to today, and that emblem of corporate success is...

      

      
        A Gaza Protester Who's Willing to Suffer
        Graeme Wood

        The protesters on university campuses have an image problem: They look like they are having way too much fun. In tone, the demonstrations do not match the subject matter, which they allege is genocide, the least fun of all human activities. For 20-year-olds, some activities that would be miserable to a normal person--screaming hysterically, being arrested, living in ragged encampments--are in fact an exhilarating way to spend one's time, and certainly preferable to studying for exams. Young people ...

      

      
        The Art of Survival
        Jennifer Senior

        Photographs by Heather Sten for The Atlantic This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The first time I met Suleika Jaouad, I fell in love with her a little. This, I would soon learn, is a fairly common reaction to Suleika: Everyone who meets her falls in love with her a little. It was 2015, and Suleika was just 26 years old--buoyant, finally off maintenance chemo, and radiant on account of it, her thick brown hair arranged in a boop-a-doop pixie cut....

      

      
        What Alice Munro Has Left Us
        Lorrie Moore

        Because of my reverence for Alice Munro's work, I was often asked if I'd ever met her. I felt that I had totally met her in her books and said as much. I never desired to meet her in person, for what I loved would not necessarily be there. The one time I was scheduled actually to meet her--at a reading and ceremony in her honor--she canceled. Stupidly, I was relieved. Because what could one possibly say to this human, Alice Munro, who was also a genius but would probably turn out to resemble a nice...

      

      
        The Horseshoe Theory of Google Search
        Matteo Wong

        Earlier today, Google presented a new vision for its flagship search engine, one that is uniquely tailored to the generative-AI moment. With advanced technology at its disposal, "Google will do the Googling for you," Liz Reid, the company's head of search, declared onstage at the company's annual software conference.Googling something rarely yields an immediate, definitive answer. You enter a query, confront a wall of blue links, open a zillion tabs, and wade through them to find the most relevan...

      

      
        The Battleground States That Will Shape the Election
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.New polling shows Joe Biden trailing Donald Trump in five out of six key swing states. Voters there say they want change--which presents a challenge for the candidate who won in 2020 on the promise of normalcy.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Biden's weakness with young voters isn't ...

      

      
        Jerry Seinfeld's Speech Was the Real News
        Conor Friedersdorf

        On Sunday at Duke University, the comedian Jerry Seinfeld delivered a commencement address that was, bizarrely, overshadowed in the media by a tiny, nondisruptive protest.Seinfeld gave a compliment and a warning to his Gen Z audience.First came the compliment. "I totally admire the ambitions of your generation to create a more just and inclusive society," he said. "I think it is also wonderful that you care so much about not hurting other people's feelings in the million and one ways we all do th...

      

      
        Biden's Weakness With Young Voters Isn't About Gaza
        Rose Horowitch

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.America's young voters are fired up about the war in Gaza--aren't they? Campus protests and the controversies around them have dominated media attention for weeks. So has the possibility that youth anger about the war will cost President Joe Biden the election. "Joe Biden Is Losing Young Voters Over Israel," a USA Today headline declared last month. The New York Times columnist Thomas B. Edsall recently argued that nothing...

      

      
        Announcing New <em>Atlantic</em> Podcast, <em>Good on Paper </em>With Jerusalem Demsas, Launching June 4
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is continuing its expansion in audio and podcasts with the launch of a new weekly interview podcast, Good on Paper, hosted by Atlantic staff writer Jerusalem Demsas. With Good on Paper, Demsas will explore some of the most important questions of the day, with each episode examining an idea or development that challenges the conventional wisdom in policy or politics. A trailer is out now, with the show launching on Tuesday, June 4, and episodes coming out each Tuesday.

Good on Paper ...

      

      
        The Vatican's Gamble With Beijing Is Costing China's Catholics
        Francis X. Rocca

        Updated at 9:47 a.m. ET on May 14, 2024No pope has ever set foot in China, but 10 years ago, Francis came the closest. On a flight to South Korea in August 2014, he became the first Vicar of Christ to enter Chinese airspace. Apparently that wasn't enough. "Do I want to go to China?" Francis mused a few days later to those of us journalists accompanying him on his flight back to Rome. "Of course: Tomorrow!"Francis has been more conciliatory to the People's Republic than any of his predecessors. Hi...

      

      
        The Wild Blood Dynasty
        Adam Begley

        American Bloods--what a title! Hammering out agreement on the meaning of American is hard enough, but factor in blood--our precious bodily fluid, susceptible to poisoning in the fevered fascist imagination--and a brawl might just be brewing. If you've figured out that Blood is a surname, the subtitle of John Kaag's new book (The Untamed Dynasty That Shaped a Nation) could possibly defuse the situation, but it too is provocative: If the Blood dynasty shaped the nation, why have we never heard of it?K...

      

      
        The Real ID Deadline Will Never Arrive
        Jim Harper

        If you fly regularly, you've probably seen signs saying that the Real ID Act will soon go into full effect. When that happens, all domestic travelers using a driver's license at TSA checkpoints will have to show a federally compliant one--or be turned away. On May 7, exactly a year ahead of the latest purported enforcement date, a USA Today story bore the headline "The 2025 Real ID Deadline for New Licenses Is Really Real This Time, DHS Says." Maybe the Department of Homeland Security needs to pin...
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No, No, No

<em>Back to Black</em> re-creates the tragedy of what happened to Amy Winehouse without trying to understand it.<strong> </strong>

by Spencer Kornhaber




Watching Back to Black, the new Amy Winehouse biopic, made me want to look up footage of the late British singer to be reminded of her originality and her liveliness, which no work of fiction could hope to ever fully capture. But in the search process, I ended up staring, for an inordinate amount of time, at Funko Pop dolls. Winehouse has been sold in three versions of the ubiquitous collectible figurines. Each affixes her trademark Cleopatra makeup to the same blank, black eyes that grace the Funkos of superheroes, sports mascots, and various other figures who did not sing songs about oblivion and then die of alcohol poisoning at age 27.

To say that Back to Black gives Winehouse the Funko treatment on the big screen would not quite be fair; the movie renders her life with some intelligence, mercy, and painterly craft. But it certainly partakes in the tradition of turning a complex human being into a generic image, defined by superficial traits and tics, for other people to project their feelings upon. No great entertainer ever escapes this fate, but Back to Black should be an occasion to ask why cultural canonization requires such a relentless sanitizing process, and who is served by this sugarcoating.

Back to Black begins with the adolescent Winehouse (played by Marisa Abela) at home with her boisterous, working-class Jewish family, singing jazz standards together. The spicy and sad songs she writes in her bedroom soon earn her international stardom--though she's far less interested in the fame game than in her romance with Blake Fielder-Civil (Jack O'Connell), whom the film portrays as a pub-dwelling bad boy who snorts cocaine before breakfast. Her cabbie father, Mitch (Eddie Marsan); her flinty grandmother, Cynthia (Lesley Manville); and her manager Nick (Sam Buchanan) try to steer her toward stability, while paparazzi, industry pressures, and drugs tip her toward destruction. Winehouse's real-life trajectory was chaotic, but Sam Taylor-Johnson's filmmaking relays the emotional beats in appealingly direct ways. During Winehouse's exciting come-up, London's graffiti pops colorfully in the background; later, as she sinks into drugs and isolation, the city feels dead and desaturated.

Abela is a remarkable actor best known for her role on the HBO and BBC banking drama Industry. That show subverts her pageant-worthy poise and winsomeness; she plays a devil disguised as an ingenue. But in Back to Black, she's playing an ingenue disguised as one of the most caustic and willful pop stars ever. Abela nails many of Winehouse's mannerisms, though the mouth movements she makes while singing scat vocals do look like something Kristen Wiig would do on Saturday Night Live. The bigger problem is that her version of Winehouse is unshakably sweet and hapless, a puppy dog in smeared eyeliner. Each defiant or self-destructive choice she makes therefore feels oddly under-motivated, even arbitrary.

Read: Is old music killing new music?

This is more the fault of the script than the acting. The film does not really attempt a coherent argument about what forces created such a sui generis artist, or about the ones that drove her to doom. It touches lightly upon various themes of her story--such as the U.K. tabloid industry's savagery--without saying much about them. The one point of emphasis is Winehouse's pivotal and intense relationship with Fielder-Civil. Their temporary breakup inspired the lyrics of her breakthrough album, Back to Black, and the best sequence of the film depicts her recording that masterpiece while stunned numb from heartbreak. But the film fails to conjure an on-screen version of Fielder-Civil with any charm, much less a perspective. The viewer is left feeling, as many onlookers at the time were, baffled by the romance.

Back to Black's cast and crew have talked proudly about not portraying anyone as a "villain," cutting against media narratives blaming Fielder-Civil, Mitch, or anyone else for Winehouse's struggles. The film wants to be a counterweight to the 2015 documentary Amy, which collaged material from throughout Winehouse's life to disturbing effect. Some viewers condemned that film for using lurid paparazzi footage of Winehouse at her lowest, and Mitch has said he was portrayed unfairly. But whatever the validity of such critiques, Amy did attempt to place Winehouse's life within a complex web of cause and effect, personal and cultural. After all, if we are going to re-create a tragedy, should we not try to understand it?

Back to Black, by contrast, just makes entertainment out of a saga that was, and should be, excruciating to witness. Winehouse is reduced to a list of traits--beehive hair, jazz inflections, inexorable addiction--that can be easily reproduced in merchandise and licensing for many more years to come. What's especially jarring is that the film romanticizes Winehouse's distaste for  stardom, careerism, and money itself ("I ain't no Spice Girl," she says early on). The image of the iconoclastic, pure artist remains broadly marketable; the ideals behind that image, less so.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/05/amy-winehouse-back-to-black-movie-review/678397/?utm_source=feed
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        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
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            The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images in its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries in seven categories, including Birds, Mammals, Other Animals, Plants & Fungi, Landscapes, and Nature's Studio. Contest organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A penguin swims just beneath the surface of an ocean wave as it is about to crash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfing the Wave. First Place, Birds. Gentoo penguin, Sea Lion Island, Falkland Islands. Gentoos are the fastest swimmers among penguins and agile enough to surf breaking waves.
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                Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An ibex stands on a rocky cliff, its eyes shut as wind-driven snow flies around.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eyes Shut and Waiting for Spring. Second Place, Mammals. Alpine ibex are perfectly adapted to the inhospitable conditions at high elevations and can even survive severe winter storms.
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                Flurin Leugger / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very pale series of arch-like rainbows appears in fog above water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fog Bow. Eighth Place, Landscapes. A fog bow, seen on a 2023 expedition cruise along the Denmark Strait in East Greenland.
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                Reinhard Huber / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two small birds in flight, seen in silhouette against both light and dark patches of sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerobatics in Morning Light. Second Place, Nature's Studio. In the warm glow of the morning sun in the Wadden Sea, a pair of wagtails chase each other through the air.
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                Christian Brinkmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a thin strip of blue water in a small valley among sand dunes, with a rounded, darker-colored bank at bottom that makes the whole scene look like a stylized painting of an eye.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eye of the Desert. Fourth Place, Nature's Studio. Dune landscape in Lencois Maranhenses, Brazil. The formation resembles an eye with a green pupil and an eyelid.
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                Martin Koppert / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The face of a cheetah, seen feeding on the leg of a fallen zebra.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the Eye of the Cheetah. Eighth Place, Mammals. "But cheetahs don't kill zebras!" proclaimed our astounded guide in Madikwe, South Africa. But this cheetah with three adolescents in tow managed to do just that.
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                Monika Morlak / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A fog-shrouded landscape, backdropped by sunlit mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Foggy Morning in Bavaria. Third Place (tie), Landscapes. A view of Bavarian mountains in the early morning sun while low-lying regions remain shrouded in fog.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Ulrike Eisenmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: About a dozen swans stand together on a snow-covered frozen lake, as another swan flies in for a landing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Incoming. Second Place, Birds. Whooper swans, seen during a snowstorm on a frozen lake in Hokkaido, Japan.
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                Marion Vollborn / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tiny crab stands amid a network of many paths formed by discarded pellets of sand scattered about.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crab Art. Sventh Place, Nature's Studio. A striking formation on a beach in Malaysia. Sand-bubbler crabs sift through sand searching for food. Discarded grains are rolled into pellets to ensure the same sand isn't sifted twice.
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                Jan Piecha / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird flies toward a house's eave that is full of at least four other combative birds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Greedy Kestrels. Seventh Place, Birds. Just a few days before fledging, Dortmund, 2023.
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                Peter Lindel / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a frost-covered flower in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Frosty Bell(e). Second Place, Plants and Fungi. A pasqueflower on a frosty morning.
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                Sigi Zang / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Many small birds stand, facing the same direction, toward the camera, seen at ground-level.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Morning Roll Call. Third Place, Birds. Black skimmers (Rynchops niger) on the east coast of Florida.
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                Jens Kahlert / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Charred and glowing tree trunks stand on a hillside during a forest fire, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Inferno. Third Place (tie), Landscapes. Glowing trunks of a spruce forest, in which flames repeatedly flare up; first night of the 2022 wildfire in the Elbe Sandstone Mountains.
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                Tobias Richter / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of the internal structure of an ice floe, showing many parallel lines]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Structures. Fifth Place, Nature's Studio. A lateral view into an ice floe at Fjallsarlon, Iceland.
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                Susanne Barkmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Part of a rainbow appears to hang in a distant U-shaped valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lapporten. Tenth Place, Landscapes. Lapporten is a striking U-shaped valley in Lapland, just outside Abisko National Park.
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                Klaus Bombach / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A swimming duck tries to grab a small mussel that gets away from it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Predator and Prey. Ninth Place, Birds, and Prize of the Jury winner. An eider drake tries in vain to snatch a mussel in Kieler Forde.
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                Jan Sohler / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two mushrooms stand among green plants, their tops covered in long hairlike mold structures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bonnet Mold. Fifth Place, Plants and Fungi. Bonnet with bonnet mold. This widespread pin mold primarily parasitizes this particular group of fungi.
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                Matthias Huther / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mudskipper leaps, seen at ground level.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mudflats at Sunset. Fifth Place, Other Animals. A blue-spotted mudskipper at sunset on a mudflat in Malaysia.
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                [image: Light fog lingers over a lush river landscape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Early Morning in the Mulde Floodplain. Sixth Place, Special Category: All Things Flow--Germany's River Landscapes. The photograph shows a tributary of the Mulde in early morning light.
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                [image: A leopard seal swims beneath a floating piece of ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Leopard. Tenth Place, Mammals. Antarctica is one of the most fragile ecosystems on Earth and home to some extremely unusual creatures. The leopard seal is one of only two apex predators in Antarctica and often found foraging in ice-covered waters. Although the seals feed mainly on krill, they also prey on juvenile seals and penguins chicks entering the water for the first time after fledging at the end of the austral summer.
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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 Cruel Social Experiment of Reality TV

The new Hulu film about an atrocious moment in '90s television is shocking, but revelatory.

by Sophie Gilbert




More than a decade after watching it, I still get twitchy thinking about "White Bear," an early episode of Black Mirror that stands as one of the most discomfiting installments of television I've seen. A woman (played by Lenora Crichlow) groggily wakes up in a strange house whose television sets are broadcasting the same mysterious symbol. When she goes outside, the people she encounters silently film her on their phones or menacingly wield shotguns and chainsaws. Eventually, trapped in a deserted building, the woman seizes a gun and shoots one of her tormentors, but the weapon surprises her by firing confetti instead of bullets. The walls around her suddenly swing open; she's revealed to be the star of a sadistic live event devised to punish her repeatedly for a crime she once committed but can't remember. "In case you haven't guessed ... you aren't very popular," the show's host tells the terrified woman, as the audience roars its approval. "But I'll tell you what you are, though. You're famous."

"White Bear" indelibly digs into a number of troublesome 21st-century media phenomena: a populace numbed into passive consumption of cruel spectacle, the fetishistic rituals of public shaming, the punitive nature of many "reality" shows. The episode's grand reveal, a television staple by the time it premiered in 2013, is its own kind of punishment: The extravagant theatrics serve as a reminder that everything that's happened to the woman has been a deliberate construction--a series of manipulations in service of other people's entertainment.

The contrast between the aghast subject and the gleeful audience, clapping like seals, is almost too jarring to bear. And yet a version of this moment really happened, as seen about an hour into The Contestant, Hulu's dumbfounding documentary about a late-'90s Japanese TV experiment. For 15 months, a wannabe comedian called Tomoaki Hamatsu (nicknamed "Nasubi," or "eggplant," in reference to the length of his head) has been confined, naked, to a single room filled with magazines, and tasked with surviving--and winning his way out, if he could hit a certain monetary target--by entering competitions to win prizes. The entire time, without his knowledge or consent, he's also been broadcast on a variety show called Susunu! Denpa Shonen.

Before he's freed, Nasubi is blindfolded, dressed for travel, transported to a new location, and led into a small room that resembles the one he's been living in. Wearily, accepting that he's not being freed but merely moved, he takes off his clothes as if to return to his status quo. Then, the walls collapse around him to reveal the studio, the audience, the stage, the cameras. Confetti flutters through the air. Nasubi immediately grabs a pillow to conceal his genitals. "My house fell down," he says, in shock. The audience cackles at his confusion. "Why are they laughing?" he asks. They laugh even harder.

Since The Contestant debuted earlier this month, reviews and responses have homed in on how outlandish its subject matter is, dubbing it a study of the "most evil reality show ever" and "a terrifying and bizarre true story." The documentary focuses intently on Nasubi's experience, contrasting his innocence and sweetness with the producer who tormented him, a Machiavellian trickster named Toshio Tsuchiya. Left unstudied, though, is the era the series emerged from. The late '90s embodied an anything-goes age of television: In the United States, series such as Totally Hidden Video and Shocking Behavior Caught on Tape drew millions of viewers by humiliating people caught doing dastardly things on camera. But Tsuchiya explains that he had a more anthropological mission in mind. "We were trying to show the most basic primitive form of human being," he tells The Contestant's director. Nasubi was Tsuchiya's grand human experiment.

The cruelty with which Nasubi was treated seems horrifying now, and outrageously unethical. Before he started winning contests, he got by on a handful of crackers fed to him by the producers, then fiber jelly (one of his first successful prizes), then dog food. His frame whittles down in front of our eyes. "If he hadn't won rice, he would have died," a producer says, casually. The question of why Nasubi didn't just leave the room hangs in the air, urgent and mostly unexamined. "Staying put, not causing trouble is the safest option," Nasubi explains in the documentary. "It's a strange psychological state. You lose the will to escape."

But the timing of his confinement also offers a clue about why he might have stayed: 1998, when the comedian was first confined, was a moment in flux, caught between the technological innovations that were rapidly changing mass culture and the historical atrocities of the 20th century. Enabled by the internet, lifecasters such as Jennifer Ringley were exposing their unfiltered lives online as a kind of immersive sociological experiment. Webcams allowed exhibitionists and curious early adopters to present themselves for observation as novel subjects in a human zoo. Even before the release of The Truman Show, which came out in the U.S. a few months after Nasubi was first put on camera, a handful of provocateur producers were brainstorming new formats for unscripted television, egged on by the uninhibited bravado and excess of '90s media. These creators acted as all-seeing, all-knowing authorities whose word was absolute. And their subjects, not yet familiar with the "rules" of an emerging genre, often didn't know what they were allowed to contest. Of Tsuchiya, Nasubi remembers, "It was almost like I was worshiping a god."

In his manipulation of Nasubi, Tsuchiya was helping pioneer a new kind of art form, one that would lead to the voyeurism of 2000s series such as Big Brother and Survivor, not to mention more recent shows such Married at First Sight and Love Is Blind. But the spectacle of Nasubi's confinement also represented a hypothesis that had long preoccupied creators and psychologists alike, and that reality television has never really moved on from. If you manufacture absurd, monstrous situations with which to torment unwitting dupes, what will they do? What will we learn? And, most vital to the people in charge, how many viewers will be compelled to watch?

Some popular-culture historians consider the first reality show to be MTV's The Real World, a 1992 series that deliberately provoked conflict by putting strangers together in an unfamiliar environment. Others cite PBS's 1973 documentary series An American Family, which filmed a supposedly prototypical California household over several months, in a conceit that the French philosopher Jean Baudrillard called the "dissolution of TV in life, dissolution of life in TV."

But the origins of what happened to Nasubi seem to lie most directly in a series that ran on and off from 1948 to 2014: Candid Camera. Its creator, Allen Funt, was a radio operator in the Army Signal Corps during World War II; while stationed in Oklahoma, he set up a "gripe booth" for soldiers to record their complaints about military service. Knowing they were being taped, the subjects held back, which led Funt to record people secretly in hopes of capturing more honest reactions. His first creative effort was The Candid Microphone, a radio show. The series put its subjects in perplexing situations to see how they'd respond: Funt gave strangers exploding cigarettes, asked a baker to make a "disgusting" birthday cake, and even chained his secretary to his desk and hired a locksmith to "free" her for her lunch break. "With the candid microphone, we are at the beginning of the Age of the Involuntary Amateur," one critic wrote in 1947. "The possibilities are limitless; the prospect is horrifying." Sure enough, a TV series soon followed.

For all that critic's revulsion, Funt was earnest about the potentially revelatory power of his shows. He was seemingly influenced by two parallel trends. One was a sociological school of thought that was trying urgently to analyze human nature following a wave of real barbarities: the Holocaust, the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Stalin's great purges. The other was an interest in art that captured the contours of real life, in an outgrowth of the naturalist movement that had come out of the late 19th century. Emile Zola, one of its practitioners, argued in The Experimental Novel that fiction writers were essentially omnipotent forces dropping characters into realistic situations to consider how they might respond. Literature, he argued, was "a real experiment that a novelist makes on man."

The invention of television, as the academic Tony E. Jackson has argued, offered a more literal and scientific medium within which creators could manipulate real human subjects. This was where Candid Camera came into play. Funt's practical jokes--setting up a subject in an elevator in which every other person suddenly turns their back to him--tended to consider the nature of compliance, and what humans will go along with rather than be outliers. Candid Camera was considered so rich a work that Funt was asked to donate episodes to Cornell University's psychology department for further study.

Funt was also highly influential to Stanley Milgram, a social psychologist who turned his Yale studies on conformity into a documentary titled Obedience. The Milgram experiment, conducted in 1961, asked members of the public to inflict fellow subjects with electric shocks--faked, unknown to them--when ordered to do so by an authority figure. Inspired by the 1961 trial of the Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann, and the experience of his own family members who'd survived concentration camps, Milgram tweaked the Candid Camera model to more explicitly study how far people would follow orders before they objected. As the film professor Anna McCarthy has written, Milgram paid particular attention to the theatrical elements of his work. He even considered using recordings of humans screaming in real, rather than simulated, pain to maximize the authenticity of the subject's experience. "It is possible that the kind of understanding of man I seek is an amalgam of science and art," Milgram wrote in 1962. "It is sure to be rejected by the scientists as well as the artists, but for me it carries significance."

This studied interest in human nature continued in PBS's An American Family; its presentation of ordinary life up close, the anthropologist Margaret Mead once argued, was "as important for our time as were the invention of the drama and the novel for earlier generations--a new way for people to understand themselves." Throughout the later decades of the 20th century, television was similarly fixated on exposure, although shock value quickly took priority over genuine curiosity and analysis. During the '90s, on talk shows such as The Jerry Springer Show and Maury, people confessed their most damning secrets to anyone who cared to watch. Series including Cops and America's Most Wanted offered a more lurid, voyeuristic look at crime and the darkness of human nature.

Read: The paranoid style in American entertainment

By the time Tsuchiya had the idea to confine a man to a single apartment to see whether he could survive the ordeal, the concept of humiliation-as-revelation was well established. "I told [Nasubi] that most of it would never be aired," the producer explains in The Contestant. "When someone hears that, they stop paying attention to the camera. That's when you can really capture a lot." As an organizing principle for how to get the most interesting footage, it seems to stem right from Funt's secret recordings of people in the 1940s. Tsuchiya appeared to be motivated by his desire to observe behavior that had never been seen before on film--"to capture something amazing ... an aspect of humanity that only I, only this show, could capture." And extremity, to him, was necessary, because it was the only way to provoke responses that would be new, and thus thrilling to witness.

The reality-show boom of the early 2000s was intimately informed by this same intention. When Big Brother debuted in Holland in 1999, it was broadly advertised as a social experiment in which audiences could observe contestants under constant surveillance like rats in a lab; the show was compared by one Dutch psychologist to the Stanford prison experiment. (Another called the show's design "the wet dream of a psychological researcher.") The 2002 British show The Experiment even directly imitated both the Stanford setup and Milgram's work on obedience. But although such early series may have had honest intentions, their willingness to find dramatic fodder in moments of human calamity was exploited by a barrage of crueler series that would follow. The 2004 series There's Something About Miriam had six men compete for the affections of a 21-year-old model from Mexico, who was revealed in the finale to be transgender--an obscene gotcha moment that mimics the structure of Candid Camera. Without a dramatic conclusion, a nonfiction series is just a filmed record of events. But with a last-act revelation, it's a drama.

Contemporary audiences, blessedly, have a more informed understanding of ethics, of entrapment, and of the duty of care TV creators have to their subjects. In 2018, the British show Love Island spawned a national debate about gaslighting after one contestant was deemed to be manipulating another. There's no question that what happened to Nasubi would trigger a mass outcry today. But reality TV is still built on the same ideological imperatives--the desire to see people set up in manifestly absurd scenarios for our entertainment. The Emmy-nominated 2023 series Jury Duty is essentially a kinder episode of Candid Camera extended into a whole season, and the internet creator known as MrBeast, the purveyor of ridiculous challenges and stunts, has the second most-subscribed channel on all of YouTube. What's most remarkable about The Contestant now is how its subject managed to regain his faith in human nature, despite everything he endured. But the ultimate goal of so many contemporary shows is still largely the same as it was 25 years ago: to manufacture a novel kind of social conflict, sit back, and watch what happens.
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New Male Contraceptives Could Be Infuriatingly Pain-Free and Easy

Why don't women have options like that?

by Hanna Rosin




Researchers have been hard at work on a number of male contraceptives, some of which could hit the market in the next couple of decades. Options include a hormone-free birth-control pill, an injection that accomplishes the same thing as a vasectomy but is easily reversible, and a topical gel men can rub on their shoulders with little in the way of side effects. There is a recurring theme in the research on male contraceptives: easy, convenient, minimal side effects.

"From the get-go, the researchers involved in developing male contraception have paid extra- close attention to: Can we develop products for which there will be almost no side effects? And can we be extra vigilant about this, so that these products are going to be basically the most convenient, easy things ever, with almost zero risks?" says staff writer Katie Wu, our guest on this week's Radio Atlantic. In fact, one trial was halted in 2011 because a safety committee decided the risks outweighed the benefits. The side effects included mood swings and depression, which, if you are a woman who has ever been on any form of hormonal birth control, will definitely shift your mood.

What changes in a future in which male contraceptives are readily available, and a routine part of men's health care? For one thing, the dreamy nature of these options might inspire researchers to innovate on women's options as well. But a lot of cultural conversations could also shift: around whose job is it to be vigilant about pregnancy, who can have sex without consequences, and what we think of as traditionally masculine.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Katherine J. Wu:  It's intuitive to think, you know, you need two people to conceive a child. And currently--

Hanna Rosin: Wait, what?

Wu: [Laughs.] And currently our contraception options are almost entirely limited to one biological sex: people with ovaries and a uterus.

[Music]

Rosin: That's Atlantic staff writer Katie Wu--and when she puts it like that, yes, the math is so obvious. It takes two to make a baby. And yet when I say "birth control," we mostly think of one: the one with the ovaries and the uterus.

I mean sure: condoms, vasectomies. But the whole complicated apparatus of birth control--decades of hormones and doctors' appointments and implants and worry, the costs--that's something mostly women have to deal with.

But of course it doesn't have to be that way. Why didn't I realize that sooner?

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today--the rapidly advancing science of male birth control.

As a science and health reporter, Katie's followed this research for years. When we spoke, I was curious--maybe even hopeful--to see if the impetus for the research was to ease the burden on women. Here's Katie.

Wu: There's a couple motivations, like certainly just having a little bit more equity in this whole world of family planning. If there are two people participating in the conception of a child, if the goal is to actually prevent that, why shouldn't multiple parties participate? It would certainly ease the burden on women, who are the primary people having to deal with the logistics of contraception, the side effects of contraception, paying for contraception, accessing contraception--even stigma around certain contraception, especially in parts of the world where contraception is not necessarily widely socially accepted.

But also to this idea that tackling something from two different vantage points-- sperm and egg--is going to make the whole endeavor a little bit more successful, right? Combining two methods of contraception: that's not a bad way to go about it if you really want to be sure that you are accomplishing your goal.

Rosin: That's interesting. And the scientists say this? Like, the scientists working on this say, Yes, we're doing this partly for equity reasons?

Wu: Oh, absolutely. I think there is this growing feeling that the burden of contraception, preventing pregnancy, and taking on the risks of doing that has really fallen unfairly on women. And it's time that we spread that around a little bit more. There are actually male participants in trials for some of these birth-control methods--for male contraception--who say part of the reason that they want to participate is they watch their female partners go through the side effects and the hassle of taking birth control, and they feel guilty, they feel frustrated, they feel like, Why can't I be doing more to help out?

Rosin: I'm a little speechless and a little...I don't know, I'm just heartened to hear that. It never occurred to me--maybe I'm just too cynical--but I've been so accustomed to thinking of birth control in the current political context that it just never occurred to me that in science there was this decades-long effort to make this whole process more equitable. It's really nice to hear.

Wu: It is, though of course I have to jump in here with a little bit of cynicism, right? It certainly has not been perfect culturally. And I think, as encouraging as it is to hear that a pretty decent contingent of people do feel this way, of course there's been pushback on that idea--and there's certainly reasons why it has taken so long to get to the point where we're on the cusp of having widely available male contraception beyond condoms and vasectomies.

Some of those reasons are definitely scientific, right? We're dealing with a totally different reproductive system. But I think we also do have to acknowledge that people are just a lot cagier about asking men to take on extra risks, extra burden, when the viewpoint has been for decades: "We don't have to. The women have that covered."

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. I really want to get into that, but before we do, let's just have some basic understanding. What are the methods people are looking at? Like, what can we expect in our local pharmacy in the men's contraception section soon, in our near future? What is it? What are they?

Wu: Yeah, so I will caveat this to say that not all of the things I'm about to mention will necessarily be on pharmacy shelves. Some of them will have to be maybe sort of roughly akin to having an IUD placed. It will require you to go to a doctor's office.

But there are a bunch of different options. Probably the one that is furthest along is this topical gel that has been in trials for several years now, that men can basically smear on their shoulders. And it's this hormonal concoction that really, really dramatically plummets their sperm counts.

And if they apply it regularly, it's a pretty great and almost side-effect-free way to control their own fertility--and totally reversible.

Rosin: Wait. That sounds comically easy. Like, you put basically like a gel on your shoulders, and it has no side effects?

Wu: Okay, it doesn't have zero side effects, but I certainly am comparing this to a baseline of like, the typical side effects we see with female birth control. Mood swings and depression.

There is almost none of that that is being reported in trials. Men actually sometimes experience increased libido, and the investigators have been really surprised to see like, Oh, you know, there's really not much going on here in terms of the typical side effects we see with female birth control.

Rosin: Mm hmm. Why is this irritating me? Okay. You know what--

Wu: Oh, we'll get to it. I promise.

Rosin: Okay. All right. So keep going. What are some of the other methods?

Wu: Yeah, so another that I think is super interesting is what I sort of liken to a really easy, reversible vasectomy. So, you know, traditional vasectomy: You have this quick surgery where you go in and you're messing with the vas deferens, which is the conveyor belt for sperm.

That is a surgery, but this new method that researchers are experimenting with, they're basically plugging up a tube with a gel that can either dissolve or be removed at a later date. So that, you know, it's pretty easy placement--it's just plugging a hole, like a stopper to a sink that you can remove.

Basically capitalize on the convenience of having sperm so readily accessible, like right there in the testes, which hang outside the body. A lot harder to reach eggs that are hiding out in ovaries: deep in the abdominal cavity sometimes.

Rosin: Wait, you're saying it's easier? Like, biologically, the male contraception is an easier proposition?

Wu: Certain parts of it are. Others aren't. As you can imagine, some of the more challenging things is there are so many sperm being produced constantly, and so many sperm in, you know, every attempt at conception that it can be hard to get them all. But on the flipside of that, we only have to reduce sperm counts to a certain degree, not to zero, to make someone effectively infertile, even if only temporarily.

Rosin: Right. Okay. I'm seeing a theme here, which is: quick and easy.

Wu: Absolutely. And I think about the diversity of options. I mean, I've only named two, but we've already covered something that is super long-acting and reversible--the set-it-and-forget-it kind of method. One is hormonal. One is non-hormonal. And there are others still that could be a pill that you may only have to take occasionally, rather than every day, to, like, stop your sperm from being motile.

Rosin: And how plausible are these things? Definitely a train that's coming into our station? Like, this is definitely going to happen at some point?

Wu: I think some of these methods are far enough along--probably that topical cream, especially--that, you know, researchers, even ones who aren't directly involved with the trials, are pretty optimistic that, yeah, maybe sometime in the 2030s, this will really become a reality.

I think even just having a couple options for men on the market will be a big step toward equity. But there are also some kind of frustrating things about how exactly that's going to manifest.

Rosin: What do you mean? Why?

Wu: Oh, right. So I think we have both noticed, as I've been talking through these options with you, that these sound pretty great. Obviously some unexpected hurdles could arise, some unexpected side effects could still crop up, but so far it really is looking like we're fast approaching a reality in which men are going to have easy access to super-convenient, super-effective birth control that hardly gives them any side effects at all.

While in the meantime, millions of women are like: Oh no, I have terrible acne again, or I have extreme pain because my IUD is doing weird stuff to my body. And that just seems like we could be doing better.

And I mean, this is not an accident. And I think that is one of the most frustrating parts of this. From the get-go, the researchers involved in developing male contraception have paid extra-close attention to: Can we develop products for which there will be almost no side effects? And can we be extra vigilant about this, so that these products are going to be basically the most convenient, easy things ever, with almost zero risks?

Rosin: Okay, now I'm speechlessly infuriated. So, okay, just to summarize: You're just saying that what's on the table, what they've been very vigilant about, is: Let's make sure this is easy. Like, it doesn't have side effects, and it's easy. And they didn't really worry about that too much with women.

Now, what I was hoping you would say is that, scientifically, it's just too difficult, too hard to devise birth control for women that is that free and easy. But you're not saying that. You're just saying it just wasn't a priority--we don't know if it's easy or doable.

Wu: Absolutely there have been different sets of standards for men and women. And the argument for this, over the years, has been one that--depending on who you are and how you feel about a bunch of different things--you may find reasonable or not. This idea that, yeah, it's the woman who gets pregnant, the woman who must bear, literally, the risk of pregnancy.

And so, she has more to lose if the contraception doesn't work. And so she should be willing to take on more risks with contraception that she takes, because she's weighing that against the risk of pregnancy. For men, you're taking contraception inevitably to prevent pregnancy in someone else.

And so, it's not: Am I going to get this headache? versus--become pregnant.

It's: Am I going to get this headache? versus--nothing.

Rosin: Right; the incentives have to be extra strong. Like, it has to be extra easy to get men to play along with this.

Wu: Yeah, I think it's both a marketability thing, but they also do have to contend with these kind of independent safety boards. And those safety boards have certainly been stricter about saying, "Well, if we really are doing the risk-benefit calculation of every step along this clinical trial, we're going to do the math a little bit differently, because we know what the risks are in Scenario 1 and the risks are in Scenario 2."

And so, like, it's kind of funny, because there have been trials for male contraception in the past that were paused by these independent safety boards because they were thinking, Oh my God, the math is not working out. The risks to men are so great. And meanwhile, participants in the trial that was paused were actually like, "Actually, I would have kept going with this if you'd let me," so... [Laughs.]

Rosin: Wait, but were those a question of safety? Or what was the challenge there?

Wu: Right. So this was a trial that was stopped in 2011. Basically, this independent safety committee determined that the drug side effects outweighed the potential benefits. But the side effects were mainly mood swings and depression.

They were experiencing side effects that I would certainly say a lot of women go through with their own birth control--even nowadays with our updated methods.

I will freely admit that I was pretty frustrated when I learned about this. At the same time--and maybe this is the cynical part of my brain speaking up--it didn't shock me.

I think, at face value, this illustrates the double standard that is absolutely still going on with birth control. And at the same time, it also is almost sickly validating. Because for anyone who is sitting here wondering Why don't we have these options yet?: This is it. This can help to explain a lot, and I think this illustrates what has to be overcome.

Rosin: So we're edging toward the scientific breakthroughs, but it sounds like we still have cultural barriers to overcome: notions about masculinity, responsibility, promiscuity--all that. After the break.

[Music]

Rosin: Alright, we're back. Katie, we've been talking about equalizing this burden between men and women. What gets in the way of that? In the past, what's stopped that from happening?

Wu: I think we struggle to reconcile some of the common side effects we associate with birth control with our modern conceptions of masculinity. Is it especially not okay for a dude to take a drug and have his sex drive go down? To undergo mood swings and get really emotional? To break out with acne in his 30s? We have, for whatever reason, socialized that to be normal and acceptable for women, but this is not a norm that we've been taught to accept for men. And I think there may be an additional struggle there.

Also, certainly anyone who has a problem with female contraception right now in today's world is going to have some concerns about male contraception and, you know, the implications of that for promiscuity. How we think about sex for the purpose of, you know, not conceiving, but just having sex.

I mean, God, I would love to see people re-conceptualize this as like, "Who's allowed to have a sex drive?" Right? We've been so cagey about men losing their sex drive for x, y, and z reasons, to the point that this is a prominent concern in trials for male contraception. If that can help inspire more enlightened thinking about how important it is for women to maintain a sex drive--and for them to even have a sex drive to begin with, and for that to be culturally okay--that would be fantastic.

Rosin: Yeah. Hear, hear. Okay. So, we understand now that the pill was a massive cultural revolution. We can see that now. From everything you're saying, there is a possibility that we're on the brink of another moment like that.

Like, there could be--maybe you're laughing inside--but, could we, if male contraception, if they figure out how to message it correctly, if it starts to show up slowly and then be accepted in the mainstream, is there a possibility that it helps build a sense of genuine shared risk and responsibility for sex and having a baby?

Wu: I hope so. I mean, I certainly see this future playing out in gradients rather than a switch being flipped. And any step in the direction of more equity I will take it. I do fully anticipate that there is going to be pushback against male birth control. I mean, there already is. I think if you go into the darker corners of the internet, you will see that people are freaking out about the fact that these trials are even happening, and like--"Why bother? The women already have it fixed." Blah, blah, blah, blah. You can imagine the sorts of things that people are already saying.

Rosin: Because why? Because it destroys masculinity? Like, I don't actually know what the cultural, even if it's the dark cultural resistance...

Wu: I will admit it's hard for me to get into this space, as someone who has never felt this way. And I also, I am not a man. But I do think there are some concerns about masculinity. The production of a lot of sperm is very tied up in traditional notions of masculinity, and this is something that would directly imperil that. I also think there is just a lot of pushback against the newness of the notion that contraception should be a shared risk.

For people who think that box was checked long ago by products being made available for women, this seems like an unnecessary additional risk for huge swaths of men to be taking on.

Rosin: Got it. Right. Now, among the scientists, do you get the sense that the future they see is a possible replacement for the pill in lots of quarters? Because I can imagine a situation where: A couple sits down, they're looking at a male contraception that has virtually no side effects. Most female contraceptives have some side effects--some very significant side effects. And they would choose the male contraceptive.

Wu: Yeah, it's a great question. And opinions about this are a little divided. I think a lot of researchers are curious to see what is going to happen. I can see on an individual-to-individual basis how, for a lot of couples where the woman has really struggled with the side effects of birth control, or not wanting to go through somewhat invasive procedures to have longer-acting methods placed.

There are many good reasons to not be excited about women's contraception right now. There may be a scenario in which male birth control replaces female birth control within those couples. But I also have heard from a lot of people that they don't expect overall-population or community-wide enthusiasm for female contraception to really diminish all that much.

There are going to be a lot of couples who want to team up and use multiple methods at once. You know, why not? That will that much more decrease the chances of pregnancy.

It's almost like using both an IUD and a condom, but splitting that even more equitably between men and women at this point.

And then I think this is a slightly more cynical reason, but there are going to be plenty of women who don't trust their male partners to fully take on the responsibility, even if that does become pharmaceutically an option.

Is the male partner in the scenario going to apply that cream regularly enough?

Rosin: Right. Like, it definitely opens up the question of shared responsibility. It doesn't necessarily explode it, so that we're all of a sudden living in a different world. But I do feel like it inches closer. And I am thinking about what changes in society if we start to think of preventing the birth of the child as also the responsibility of a man. We kind of vaguely do now--like a condom, very vaguely. But when a man has many, many options, it becomes harder to duck, you know?

Wu: Right.

Rosin: It shifts the burden of vigilance.

Wu: I would hope so. I'm sure there will still be a lot of lingering sentiment that women's contraception should be the biggest safety net here, because unfortunately some men will continue to see this as a still very low-stakes endeavor for themselves. But we'll see. I think another thing that I am excited about that could shift things culturally, and just make all of this feel easier for women in a kind of indirect way, is maybe this could inspire female contraception to be less riddled with side effects, to be more convenient, you know, to take some inspiration from the male side of things.

Why can't we revamp female contraception at the same time?

Not just by saying, "Hey, there are more options for your partner to take," but "There are also better options for you to take, too."

Rosin: So, just to end here: An equitable world for you, given where you know the science is going and what's possible, what would it look like?

Wu: Well, it would certainly go beyond contraception. Probably.

Rosin: We can go there if you want. I was mostly thinking about like, let's limit it to the pharmacy aisle. Like, if we're talking about contraception, and I'm going to a doctor or walking down the aisle, what is equitable?

Wu: I mean, I think there are a lot of ways to imagine how that future would be different. Certainly pharmacy shelves would look different. But also would we have, you know, a revolution in medicine? Would we train a huge contingent of doctors to be a larger counterpart to what we currently see as the realm of OBGYNs?

And, you know, would those conversations start to happen with men? Would we, like, regularly check in with men about their sperm counts, their fertility, how they're participating in their partner's health? That sort of thing.

And I would certainly hope that there would be expanded thinking about how to access these options. Like, how are we going to think about who is able to access them, how insurance is going to cover them? You know, what is going to require a prescription versus what can just be grabbed off the counter.

If there's going to be a huge disparity in the methods that are available, can we at least think about, like, making several options freely accessible to men and several options being freely accessible to women, so that it's not creating or reinforcing the sort of gender disparity that we've been talking about?

There are just so many things. And like, gosh, even how sex ed is taught in schools. That could really start to change young people's minds about gender and sexual freedom and just the culture around all of this, from really early.

Rosin: Oh, wow. Okay. I hadn't thought of this. You're blowing my mind now. So basically what you're talking about is all of the complications and variations and the whole idiom we're used to around women's health. That same equivalent starts to develop for men--not just male contraception, but at every step.

Like they're taught in schools. Not just "wear a condom" but that it's their responsibility to take contraceptions, and how contraceptions affect them. They talk to the doctors about what the contraception will do to them. You know, they talk to their partners, and on and on. And that's where you get a sense of equal investment, price paid and joy, in the whole process of family planning.

Wu: Totally. And I think what's fascinating about this is: You can even think about the tale of these interventions being different for men and women. Women go through menopause. Men don't. You know, there's a universe in which men and women, young men and women, maybe start to think about contraception, use contraception around the same time. But maybe because men might end up using it for several more decades than women in this utopian future that we're imagining, you know, maybe that actually helps push things, again, in the direction of, "Yeah, this is actually something that should really be a normal, natural, sustained part of how we envision male health, and what it means to be a man alive for multiple decades in this world."

Rosin: Wow. Yes. Okay. My thinking on this has been so limited, and you've just thoroughly expanded it. So thank you so much for that.

Wu: Happy to help.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend, 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 Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Israeli Defense Establishment Revolts Against Netanyahu

To appease his far-right flank, the prime minister has refused to commit to Palestinian governance of Gaza. Israel's security figures are calling his bluff.

by Yair Rosenberg




On Tuesday, Daniel Hagari, the chief spokesperson for the Israel Defense Forces, did something extraordinary: He criticized the Israeli government. In recent days, Israeli troops have battled Hamas in parts of northern Gaza that had previously been cleared of enemy combatants. A reporter asked Hagari if the terrorist group had been able to reassert itself because the Israeli government had not set up any non-Hamas Palestinian administration for those areas.

The spokesman could have dodged the question. He did not. "There is no doubt that a governmental alternative to Hamas will create pressure on Hamas," he replied, "but that is a question for the political echelon."

Hagari's polite but pointed critique of Israel's leadership was a pebble. The avalanche came the next day. In a televised address yesterday, Defense Minister Yoav Gallant--a former general and current member of Benjamin Netanyahu's Likud party--publicly rebuked the government for failing to establish a postwar plan for Gaza. He then demanded that Netanyahu personally commit to Palestinian governance for the enclave, as opposed to Israeli settlement or occupation.

"Since October, I have been raising this issue consistently in the cabinet, and have received no response," Gallant said. "The end of the military campaign must come together with political action. The 'day after Hamas' will only be achieved with Palestinian entities taking control of Gaza, accompanied by international actors, establishing a governing alternative to Hamas's rule."

Without such a political strategy, Gallant argued, no military strategy can succeed, and Israel will be left occupying Gaza and fighting a never-ending counterinsurgency against Hamas that saps the country's military, economic, and diplomatic resources. "Indecision is, in essence, a decision," he said. "This leads to a dangerous course, which promotes the idea of Israeli military and civilian governance in Gaza. This is a negative and dangerous option for the state of Israel."

The defense minister closed with an ultimatum: "I call on Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to make a decision and declare that Israel will not establish civilian control over the Gaza Strip, that Israel will not establish military governance in the Gaza Strip, and that a governing alternative to Hamas in the Gaza Strip will be raised immediately." With these words, the Israeli defense establishment effectively launched a revolt against the Netanyahu government--and the dreams of its far-right flank to flood Gaza with Israeli settlers.



Gallant is far from the only person to press Netanyahu on this matter. For months, President Joe Biden and his administration have called for Israel to work with the Palestinian Authority--the Hamas rival that governs the West Bank--to establish a new administration in Gaza. Benny Gantz and Gadi Eisenkot, two former IDF chiefs turned opposition politicians, joined Netanyahu's government after October 7 on the condition that a committee be created to formulate a Gaza exit strategy. But despite all of this external and internal pressure, no such plan has materialized--for a very straightforward reason: Netanyahu cannot publicly commit to a postwar plan for Gaza that includes Palestinians, because the day-after plan of his far-right partners is to get rid of those Palestinians.

Yesterday, standing at a lectern emblazoned with the words settlement in Gaza will bring security, the far-right minister Itamar Ben-Gvir told a rally of thousands that the only way to defeat Hamas is to "return home" to Gaza and encourage "voluntary emigration" of its Palestinian population--a euphemism for ethnic cleansing. "Tell them," Ben-Gvir declared, "'Go to your homes, go to your countries. This is ours now and forever.'" Shlomo Karhi, a hard-right member of Netanyahu's faction, offered similar sentiments. "In order to preserve the security achievements for which so many of our troops gave up their lives," he said, "we must settle Gaza, with security forces and with settlers."

Read: The right-wing Israeli plan to resettle Gaza

Polls show that most Israelis do not want to resettle the Gaza Strip. But Netanyahu and his coalition are uniquely beholden to the radical minority that does. Back in January, 15 of the coalition's 64 members of Parliament attended a Jerusalem conference in support of Gaza resettlement. The parties that make up Netanyahu's government received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's most recent election in November 2022. Without the far right, not only would the Israeli leader's coalition collapse, but he would lack sufficient allies to form one in the future after another election. Alienating the extremists wouldn't just finish Netanyahu's government; it could end his political career.

This has placed the prime minister in a political vise. If he commits to postwar Palestinian rule in Gaza and begins acting seriously to establish it, he loses the far right. But if he commits to resettling Gaza, he loses the Israeli majority and the international community. And so, as he has often done in the past, Netanyahu has chosen not to choose, kicking the moment of decision down the road. But as Gallant said yesterday, indecision is also a decision--and it has consequences.

This month, Israel's soldiers have been fighting pitched battles with Hamas in places such as Zeitun and Jabaliya that had previously been cleared by the IDF. Without any plan to govern these areas, Israel's army has achieved many tactical victories in Gaza but suffered a strategic defeat, as Hamas has returned to fill the vacuum the IDF left behind. Faced with rising Israeli casualties in Gaza, far-right resettlement rallies in Israel, sharp criticism of Israel's open-ended campaign abroad, and Netanyahu's refusal to act, Gallant clearly felt compelled to speak out. In doing so, he made public the arguments he had previously been making in private.

Contrary to misquotes and mistranslations attributed to the Israeli defense minister in some international media outlets, Gallant has not called for genocide in Gaza, but rather for the territory to be handed back to Gazans. He has also consistently worked to align the Israeli campaign with the preferences of the Biden administration rather than the Israeli far right. In January, he called for Gaza to be governed by Palestinians in conjunction with the United States and moderate Arab states, without any Jewish settlements. In March, Gallant reportedly told the Israeli security cabinet that Gazans affiliated with the Palestinian Authority were the least bad option to administer the enclave.

Read: What did top Israeli war officials really say about Gaza?

Gallant believes that he is working both to protect Israel's long-term security by saving it from a ruinous quagmire, and to coordinate its policy with its strongest ally, the United States. It is no coincidence that the defense minister's dramatic address yesterday came shortly after U.S. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan told the White House press pool that "if Israel's military efforts are not accompanied by a political plan for the future of Gaza and the Palestinian people, the terrorists will keep coming back ... So we [are] talking to Israel about how to connect their military operations to a clear strategic endgame ... to ensure the lasting defeat of Hamas and a better alternative future for Gaza and for the Palestinian people."



Gallant is only one man, and he serves at Netanyahu's discretion. He alone cannot alter national policy--but he has galvanized such change before. The last time the defense minister delivered a broadside against Netanyahu's governance, it was in March 2023 to oppose a far-right effort to hobble Israel's judicial system. At the time, Gallant warned that internal Israeli division over the legislation "poses a clear, immediate, and tangible threat to the security of the state." That speech led to Gallant's firing, which was reversed after hundreds of thousands of Israelis poured into the streets in protest.

Today, once again, Gallant has been pushed to the point of public dissent by his perception that Netanyahu is privileging his own coalition and political interest over the national interest. In his address to the Israeli public, Gallant declared that "we must make tough decisions for the future of our country, favoring national priorities above all other possible considerations, even with the possibility of personal or political costs."

The right's response to this call has not been kind. Netanyahu issued a brief video rejecting Gallant's arguments without naming him. Ben-Gvir, the far-right minister, demanded that Gallant be fired, while other hard-line lawmakers assailed him in personal terms. Getting rid of Gallant, however, will not be easy. According to recent polling, he is the most popular politician in Israel, far outpacing Netanyahu and his far-right partners. The defense minister's speech was also quickly praised by Benny Gantz, the opposition leader in Israel's war cabinet, who is leading Netanyahu in the polls and could leave the government if the prime minister acts rashly. And Netanyahu will have to contend with the United States--Sullivan is set to visit Israel this weekend, where he will undoubtedly press Gallant's case. (By last night, a Biden official was already telling reporters that "we share the defense minister's concern.")

Back in 2023, Gallant's speech against the judicial overhaul ultimately doomed the effort after months of political upheaval. The success or failure of his latest intervention may determine not just the endgame for this conflict, but the trajectory of Israel in the decades to come.
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In the Game of Spy vs. Spy, Israel Keeps Getting the Better of Iran

Repressing dissent, putting innocent people in prison, flubbing operations abroad--Iran just can't seem to get out of its own way.

by Kylie Moore-Gilbert




I am a member of a strange club that nobody wants to belong to, but whose numbers are steadily growing: innocent people convicted in Iran of espionage for what Iranian officials call the "tyrannical Zionist entity" (in other words, Israel). Many among us are foreigners--businesspeople, journalists, tourists, and academics like myself, who traveled to Iran for what they thought would be a brief visit, only to find themselves thrown in prison on dubious charges.

The European Union diplomat Johan Floderus, a Swedish citizen, is but the latest high-profile victim of Iranian hysteria over Israeli spies on its territory. Currently awaiting sentencing from a revolutionary court in Tehran, Floderus faces allegations of "very extensive intelligence cooperation with the Zionist occupation regime" and a charge of "corruption on earth," which carries the death penalty. Sweden's foreign minister has stated publicly that the accusations against Floderus are "completely baseless and false," and the head of the EU foreign service has labeled him "illegally detained."

I was convicted of espionage for Israel under similarly spurious pretenses in 2019. I had been invited to an academic conference in Iran as the guest of a local university, and was arrested by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) at Tehran's Imam Khomeini airport as I was about to fly home to Australia. I was handed a 10-year prison sentence, of which I served more than two years at the mercy of the IRGC before I was freed in a prisoner swap.

Read: I was a hostage in Iran. The deals are part of the problem.

During my time in the Iranian prison system, I learned Farsi and used every opportunity possible to study my captors. In addition to IRGC interrogators and prison guards, I encountered a number of influential regime figures, including the head of IRGC intelligence, the deputy foreign minister, and even Iran's current chief nuclear negotiator. At various junctures, these men came to the prison to meet and speak with me, or agreed to do so while visiting for seemingly other purposes.

The fact that someone who had been convicted of espionage, however unjustly, was given access to such people is testament to the chaotic way in which intelligence work is conducted in the Islamic Republic. Indeed, although Iran's authorities talk tough and cast an extremely wide net in their quest to capture the Mossad agents they believe are in their midst, a prevailing lack of competence has meant that very few actual spies ever seem to get caught.

Not only does the Islamic Republic arrest a large number of innocent people domestically, but the agents of its two intelligence bodies, the Ministry of Intelligence and Security and the IRGC's intelligence unit, have a long history of bungling operations overseas. Many operatives get caught: Just last month, a suspected member of the IRGC Quds Force was arrested in Peru for plotting to kill Israelis living in the country. Indeed the three IRGC members who were released in exchange for me had been convicted in Thailand of targeting Israeli diplomats in a failed bomb plot. Rather than making final preparations in the days before their operation, these hapless agents had been photographed drinking alcohol and partying with local prostitutes. In the course of resisting arrest, one of them had even blown off his own leg with the bombs they'd assembled.

Of course, not every overseas Iranian-intelligence operation fails, and the consequences are devastating when they do not. In 1994, 85 people were killed at a Jewish cultural center in Buenos Aires, in a bombing that Argentine courts later ruled was carried out on the orders of the Islamic Republic. Just last week, Argentina issued an Interpol red notice for Iran's interior minister, Ahmad Vahidi, accusing him of having been behind the attack. The Islamic Republic is also apparently implicated in a string of assassinations and kidnappings of dissidents across Europe and the Middle East, as well as plots targeting Iranian opposition journalists in London and New York.

Read: Iran's deadly message to journalists abroad

The incompetence and lack of professionalism of much of the Iranian intelligence apparatus stands in stark contrast to the efficiency of Israel's, which is alleged to have carried out sophisticated sabotage and assassination plots on Iranian territory. Beginning in 2007, Israel is thought to have targeted scientists working on Iran's nuclear program for assassination. At least six have been killed inside the country. In 2022 alone, seven officials affiliated with Iran's missile or drone programs died under suspicious circumstances. Israel is also thought to have been behind two mysterious blasts at the Natanz nuclear facility, as well the theft of an enormous archive of documents relating to the nuclear program from a warehouse in Tehran. In 2023, Mossad even announced that it had kidnapped an IRGC hit man inside Iran; the Israeli agency released footage from his interrogation outside the country.

Somewhat bizarrely, my exchange for three blundering IRGC operatives wasn't the only connection between my wrongful imprisonment and the high-stakes war of espionage that has long been playing out between Tehran and Tel Aviv. Less than 48 hours after I was freed from prison--and likely not unrelated to the deal that freed me--Israel carried out one of its most audacious missions on Iranian soil.

Mohsen Fakhrizadeh was an IRGC commander and the shadowy mastermind of Iran's covert nuclear-weapons program. While the regime was busy welcoming the three convicted terrorists home with garlands of flowers and sleek propaganda reels, agents acting for Israel parked a blue Nissan pickup truck on a highway intersection near the hamlet of Absard, north of Tehran. Hidden on the truck bed beneath a tarpaulin was a remote-controlled, AI-programmed machine gun. As Fakhrizadeh's motorcade crossed the intersection, the sniper, watching via satellite from thousands of kilometers away, opened fire. Fakhrizadeh was killed in a hail of bullets. The truck then blew itself up.

The Israelis had clearly been surveilling Fakhrizadeh for months, if not years, prior to the attack. Yet they held their fire until after I had departed Iranian airspace, a move that was much to my benefit, as such a brazen operation would undoubtedly have scuppered the deal for my release. That the attack so closely coincided with my prisoner swap, however, was unlikely to be an accident, and had less to do with me than with the three IRGC terrorists exchanged for my freedom. Australia probably  had to secure Israel's consent for trading them, as they had been caught targeting Israeli diplomats. The IRGC, of course, would have known that. And so the Israelis opted to send Tehran a message by allowing the deal to go through but killing Fakhrizadeh at nearly the same time: They would go after a bigger target, and on Iranian soil besides. Unlike the IRGC's three amateurish agents in Thailand, they didn't fail.

The Iranian regime has shown itself to be supremely adept at surveilling, arresting, and interrogating political dissidents, social-media activists, members of armed separatist groups, and even underground terror cells from organizations such as the MEK. As the unprecedented crackdown on the Woman, Life, Freedom demonstrations shows, the regime retains a fierce grip on the country and runs it like a police state. All of which leaves one to wonder: Why does Iran do such a poor job of countering Israel's operations inside its territory?

One clue lies in the fact that many, if not most, of the assassinations and other plots attributed to Israel, including the killing of Fakhrizadeh, are conducted with the participation of local Iranian recruits. Interestingly, the quadcopter drones thought to have been used in Israel's April 19 attack on a military facility in Isfahan province were also most likely assembled and launched from inside Iran.

The Islamic Republic's security apparatus has long assumed that Israel is sending foreign tourists and other visitors to Iran to spy on its behalf. But this supposition seems more and more like a costly distraction from the real issue at hand: A not-insignificant number of Iranian citizens inside Iran appear willing to risk torture, imprisonment, and execution in order to assist enemies of their own government.

Iranian security agencies have had little success in thwarting Israeli activities inside their country in part because authoritarian regimes prioritize loyalty over competence. IRGC intelligence officials tend to owe their positions to either ideological conformity or to strong family or personal ties within the organization. If you weren't a true believer (or at least good at pretending to be one) and didn't have other IRGC members to vouch for you, you didn't have a hope of becoming even a lowly prison official in a Revolutionary Guard detention facility. As one guard boasted to me, "Our positions aren't advertised." In such a system, aptitude, skill, and even security training are much lower priorities. The least suitable people can attain high ranks, while better-qualified candidates who are deemed insufficiently ideologically committed miss out.

The result is a lack of professionalism, which I observed firsthand during the 804 days I spent in IRGC custody. For example, I was once able to text the Australian embassy in the middle of an interrogation, because my interrogator had made the rookie error of leaving my confiscated phone in the room after he stepped out. On another occasion, I was able to trick one of my captors into revealing details of the diplomatic negotiations surrounding my release. And although I'm unable to go into specifics, female prisoners are routinely able to take advantage of the IRGC guards' squeamishness about women's bodies to smuggle information outside the prison.

Selected for ideological orthodoxy, the Revolutionary Guards I interacted with bought into all manner of conspiracy theories, which undoubtedly distorted their understanding of geopolitics and hamstrung their ability to interrogate suspects. I was regularly forced to listen to lengthy tirades about secretive Zionists pulling the levers of the global economy, or Israeli plots to poison the sperm counts of Muslim men in a scheme to achieve demographic supremacy. My handlers admitted to watching spy shows involving the Middle East, such as Fauda, Tehran, and Homeland. These seemed to reinforce their tendency to see the hand of Mossad behind every calamity that befell Iran, man-made or otherwise. Such paranoia helps explain the shockingly high numbers of innocent people, most of them Iranian, imprisoned on charges of working for Israel. Sadly, many of these people make false confessions under duress, which in turn gives the authorities the impression that they are catching real spies.

Institutional incompetence is not the sole reason Iran's agencies have been losing the shadow intelligence war with Israel. Like all brutal authoritarian regimes, the Islamic Republic knows no language other than intimidation and the threat of violence. It has proved unable to offer positive incentives or rewards to those who might be in a position to assist it. The population, including the Islamic Republic's traditional religious constituency, broadly loathes the regime; even the most disinterested and self-serving opportunist is reluctant to gather information on its behalf. The IRGC in turn distrusts the people it rules over and believes that cooperation can only be forcibly coerced.

Read: How fake spies ruin real intelligence

I experienced this approach myself in Evin Prison. Before I was put on trial, Revolutionary Guard interrogators accosted me with an offer of recruitment. Would I agree to travel to London to collect information on the Iranian dissident community? Would I use my status as an academic to visit Israel, effectively as an Iranian agent? Then, after the trial, they used the absurd 10-year sentence I was dealt as a lever of blackmail. The IRGC would only enter into negotiations over my freedom, I was told, if I agreed to work for them; if I did agree, I would be beholden to them in every way once freed.

"How do you know I won't just run away after I'm allowed to leave Iran?" I asked the recruiters.

The answer was sobering. The IRGC had operatives on Australian soil, they told me, just as they did in Europe and North America. If I reneged, they would kill me. For more than 18 months, I resisted this pressure. It relented only after I leaked to the international press that I was a recruitment target.

The IRGC are better placed to blackmail Iranian or dual-national prisoners than they were with me. Anyone who has family members living in Iran faces an impossible choice: Agree to spy for the regime, or see your loved ones jailed and tortured alongside you. And because unwilling recruits can't be fully trusted, they are then subjected to near-constant surveillance and threats to prevent them from escaping. During the years I spent in IRGC custody, I encountered several such people, three of whom were ultimately sent abroad on behalf of the IRGC.

Iran's heavy-handed approach contrasts sharply with the methods that Israel is rumored to employ inside Iran. In prison I met several Iranian Muslims convicted of activities that linked them to Israel, and I heard stories of numerous others. Some were shown to have been calling Israel over Skype, or chatting with Israelis in internet message forums. Of course, many such people are innocent of any crime, and were likely just curious about a neighboring country whose name they had been encouraged to curse since primary school. There appeared to be slightly more substance to the allegations against a small number of others.

From what I came to understand, Israel has been able to capitalize on the Islamic Republic's record of poor governance, economic mismanagement, poverty, and political repression to offer would-be collaborators valuable ways out. These could take the form of bundles of cash or offers of permanent residency, not only for Iranians who assist their operations, but for their family members as well. In this respect as in many others, the Islamic Republic has become its own greatest adversary: Having shown itself over the decades to be impervious to ideological moderation or reform from within, it has become so hated that its own people--its biggest victims--are willing to embrace the possibility that the enemy of their enemy is their friend. I lost track of the number of Iranians in prison who advocated for heavier economic sanctions and openly welcomed American or Israeli air strikes on Iran.

These sentiments have translated into robust support for Israel on social media, including from inside Iran, much of it making no reference to the horrors currently unfolding in Gaza. Some Iranians condemned the IRGC's April 13 missile and drone attacks on Israel and cheered on Israel's retaliation. Somewhat embarrassingly, the regime was forced to issue an official notice threatening to arrest anyone expressing these sentiments online. It followed through by arresting Mobina Rostami, a member of the national volleyball team, after she posted on social media: "As an Iranian, I am truly ashamed of the authorities' attack on Israel, but you need to know that the people in Iran love Israel and hate the Islamic Republic."

Israel and Iran's tit-for-tat military strikes on each other's territory will likely lead to a further intensification of their long-standing clandestine activities. As a result, Iran will likely throw more innocent people in prison; it will bungle more overseas operations; and ultra-hard-liners in its security establishment will double down on repressing a population that despises them. Such authoritarian tactics have already benefited Iran's enemies and will continue to do so, offering Israel the upper hand in the covert war of espionage within Iran's borders and abroad.
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How to Be Your Best Despite the Passing Years

There is no age or time of life that isn't still an opportunity for personal progress.

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.

A weird thing is happening to me this week: I am turning 60.

I enter a seventh decade with no small amount of apprehension. This decade proved lethal to my father, and many people whom I admire have written about reaching this milestone with distaste. "I just swallowed it down to my hiatal hernia where it stayed, like a golf ball of peanut butter," wrote the legendary sportswriter Robert Lipsyte about his 60th birthday. Or as my colleague Caitlin Flanagan noted in The Atlantic as she entered her 60s, "I feel vaguely embarrassed about it, like I've somehow let myself go, like I've been bingeing on decades and wound up in this unappealing condition."

Turning 60, of course, is not a uniquely grim anniversary--marking our birthdays negatively is a commonplace of growing older. The experience can even be seen in pathological terms. The website Medical News Today lists symptoms of "birthday depression" that sound like a bad drug trip: paranoia, obsessive thinking, and avoiding contact with people.

Even youth itself is not immune from the condition: You might be half my age and still feeling plenty of discomfort about turning 30. In fact, I remember my 30th very well--it doesn't seem so long ago. I was a professional musician in those days, and although my birthday depression did not lead me to act like a paranoid recluse, I was worrying about whether the best days of my performing career were behind me and whether I was going bald. They were, and I was.

What I should have been doing on my 30th birthday was looking ahead with hope and setting specific, positive goals. And that's the way I intend to spend my 60th. Here's how you can look forward, too, no matter what your age.

Joe Pinsker: The strange origins of American birthday celebrations

People pay a lot of attention to landmark birthdays because many of us tend to endow round numbers with special psychological significance. In 2011, two psychologists showed this in the cases of baseball batting averages and SAT scores. In the former instance, they demonstrated that baseball players on their last plate appearance of the season were more likely to get a base hit if their batting average was .298 or .299 than if it was .300 or .301. In the latter example, they showed that students were more likely to retake the SATs if their previous score was just short of a round number.

In baseball and SAT scores, we see being able to round up as a positive, motivating goal. But the significance of closing in on a round number can also be negative, as in the case of milestone birthdays. One way to understand this is by looking at how people behave in the run-up to a big anniversary--the so-called 9-enders (29, 59, etc.). One study from 2014 found that 9-enders tend to be preoccupied by the vicissitudes of aging and a sense of meaningfulness, and may make dramatic changes to their lives in a seeming effort to disrupt an unsatisfactory status quo before reaching the milestone. For example, although the chance that they will embrace a positive aspiration, such as running a marathon, rises significantly in this last year, they are also more likely to act in a drastic, self-destructive way--like dying by suicide or seeking an extramarital affair.

Health issues become markedly more salient at milestone birthdays. Researchers in 2015 found a higher correlation between overall health and life satisfaction at the turn of each decade, whereas simply feeling good at the moment was more important to people on ordinary birthdays.

Arthur C. Brooks: The happy art of grandparenting

In an Atlantic article that arguably anticipated this finding a century ago, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author Edward Bok wrote an essay on turning 50 with an ominous title: "The Worst Birthday in a Man's Life." The predicament of entering his sixth decade led him to undertake strange exercise regimes in which he had to "kick in various directions or to fan the air wildly with your arms," and adopt some drastic changes to his diet. The unfortunate faced with such a midlife crisis would, Bok went on, "cry either that you are 'springing new-fangled notions' on him, that the doctor is 'a nut,' or that his wife is starving him."

Even doctors themselves treat us differently on birthdays--and not just by dispensing "nutty" advice to eat more healthfully. A 2022 study in the journal Health Economics showed that, when faced with new patients, Israeli primary-care physicians scheduled more diagnostic tests for those who had just attained a decadal birthday than for those who were merely approaching one. Even doctors' own performance is correlated with their birthday: Scholars in 2020 found that the likelihood of a patient dying in the 30 days after a surgery is 1.3 percent higher if the operation occurs on the surgeon's birthday than if it occurs on another day. (You might especially want to avoid surgery on your surgeon's 60th birthday.)

Read: Making aging positive

The key to a good milestone birthday is to change the experience from being an affliction to an opportunity, using the "fresh start" effect. Scholars have demonstrated that people are more likely to undertake a self-improvement goal (such as losing weight or exercising) on days they endow with a special significance. Thus, milestone birthdays are opportunities to make desired changes to your life. But you do have to pick the right goals. Researchers have found that happiness is highest when your objectives have two characteristics: They are intrinsic and positive, as opposed to extrinsic and negative.

First, intrinsic goals are those in which the rewards come from within, not from the outside world. Typical extrinsic goals include money, recognition, and beauty, whereas intrinsic goals valorize relationship quality and spiritual depth. To underline this priority, scholars have shown that, unlike intrinsic goals, extrinsic ones are actually correlated with lower well-being over time. In my own research, I have found that such external rewards are inherently unsatisfying, despite their seemingly intuitive appeal. (I always think of the famous cartoon of an old man on his deathbed confessing, "I should have bought more crap.")

Second, the best goals have "approach" rather than "avoidance" motivations. In the first bucket are objectives such as "Spend more time enjoying nature on long walks" or "Practice loving-kindness meditation." The second bucket would include such goals as "Quit my crummy job" or "Stop complaining all the time." The avoidant goals are not necessarily useless or silly, but they are interestingly associated with poorer health in the long run--so, for that reason, they don't work as good milestone aspirations to make the future happier.

In sum, as you approach a landmark birthday, take time to envision how you would like your life to look at the next milestone. Then, create a list of five to 10 goals that are both positive and intrinsic. Finally, spend some time thinking about how you can practically achieve these aims--the small and medium-size changes to your habits that you can adopt, starting the morning of your birthday. Making this simple resolution has the power to turn dread about the passing of time into excitement for all you can do in the future.

Beth Nguyen: I grew up not knowing my birthday

One productive way to think about a decadal birthday is to consider your next stage as a novel of which you are the author. Fictions typically start in the middle of their characters' story. You may get some backstory, but the action is nearly always about what happens after that point in time. The novelist cooks up a compelling series of events and then has her characters navigate their way through them. The script may change in the writing, but the shape of events broadly follows the writer's vision.

So, on your next major birthday, think of your life as an autobiographical novel that starts that day. You get to write the story. Take this imaginative exercise seriously and make your plot about hope and opportunity.

Here goes: Once upon a time, a bald former French horn player was turning 60. That's when the real adventure began.
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A Courtroom Parade of Trump's Allies

A jumbled cast of GOP characters have inserted themselves into the former president's legal drama.

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.


It's common, in criminal court, for a defendant's friends and family to join them in the courtroom as a show of love and support. That's not exactly what's happening in Manhattan this week. More, after these three stories from The Atlantic:

	Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves.
 	The art of survival
 	The Baby Reindeer mess was inevitable.




Trump's Courtroom Groupies

Donald Trump's hush-money trial was already strange enough. A former president and a porn star walk into a Manhattan courtroom. But an additional cast of characters have recently inserted themselves into the drama. During this week's testimony from Trump's former attorney Michael Cohen, Republican politicians of many different ranks donned their courtroom best and headed downtown to put on a show for the boss. Although these particular charges could be the weakest of the many indictments Trump faces, one got the sense that none of his party allies was there to discuss the finer points of the law.

Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, who quite famously opposes pornography on religious grounds, nevertheless accompanied the man accused of cheating on his wife with a porn star to his trial yesterday. Outside the building, Johnson told reporters that the case is a "sham" and a "ridiculous prosecution." At Monday's session, Senators Tommy Tuberville of Alabama and J. D. Vance of Ohio apparently adopted the roles of Tom Servo and Crow T. Robot for the event, each offering running commentary on the "dingy" courtroom, with its "depressing" vibes; the disturbing number of mask-wearing attendees; and the "psychological torture" being inflicted on Trump (who, as a reminder, has been charged with 34 felonies in this case alone).

The former presidential candidates Vivek Ramaswamy and North Dakota Governor Doug Burgum took turns bemoaning the state of the justice system. Even a few bit players wanted in on the action, including pro-Trump Iowa Attorney General Brenna Bird, who flew all the way from Des Moines to stand before the news cameras and remind viewers that "politics has no place in a criminal prosecution."

You might be wondering: Don't these people have anything better to do? The answer is that, in today's Republican Party, prostration before Trump is as much part of the job as anything else.

All of this showboating has been happening for several reasons. "At its most tangible level, what we're seeing is a work-around to the gag order," Sarah Isgur, a former senior spokesperson for the Trump-era Justice Department, told me. The ex-president was warned by the presiding judge, Juan Merchan, that if he talks or posts any more about the jury or the judge's family, he could face jail time. So, just as in a political campaign, Trump's surrogates are stepping up to stump for him.

Legally, Trump can't ask these politicians to violate the order on his behalf. But why would he have to ask when they know exactly what he wants from them? "The playbook that Trump expects party members in good standing to follow is in public," Amanda Carpenter, a former GOP staffer and now an editor at Protect Democracy, told me. Trump's given these acolytes their cues with his posts on Truth Social, and they're dutifully following them.

Lower Manhattan has, over the past week, become a pilgrimage site for those vying to be in Trump's inner circle, with a court appearance carrying the promise of a holy anointing. You could also think about this courtside display as another audition in the early veepstakes. For Ramaswamy, Burgum, and Vance, in particular, this moment is a chance to demonstrate their abiding loyalty to Trump in the hopes of being selected as his running mate. Others may have reasoned that a little time in front of the cameras yelling "Sham trial!" will go a long way toward snagging a plum Cabinet position in a second Trump administration. (A virtual unknown such as Bird, of course, probably doesn't expect to get either of these things. But, as every climber knows, one must never miss an opportunity to ingratiate oneself with the boss.)

Which brings us to one final observation. "There's a larger, more philosophical reason they're all there," Isgur said. "That's what the Republican Party stands for now." There is no real platform, no consistent set of principles. There is only Trump, and degrees of loyalty to him. These courtroom groupies are simply responding to the obvious incentives--"If you didn't know that the Republican Party is now focused on Trump," Isgur said, "I've got an oceanfront property to sell you in Arizona."

That's their deal, but what about the boss's? Trump no longer appears concerned only with shielding himself from political accountability. Now that he has almost clinched the nomination, he's using the party to shield himself from criminal accountability, too. This has given the GOP a new rallying cry. "The Big Lie in 2020 was that the election was stolen," Carpenter said. "The Big Lie 2.0 is that justice has been weaponized against him to deprive him of the presidency."

Related:

	Trump's alternate-reality criminal trial
 	What Donald Trump fears most




Today's News

	Slovakia's prime minister, Robert Fico, was shot several times in an assassination attempt. He has been hospitalized and is undergoing surgery.
 	President Joe Biden and Donald Trump agreed to two presidential debates. The first one will be hosted by CNN on June 27, and the second will take place on September 10, broadcast by ABC.
 	A barge slammed into the Pelican Island Causeway in Galveston, Texas, causing a partial collapse and spilling oil in the bay below.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: This week, Google and OpenAI announced competing visions for the future of generative AI, Matteo Wong writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Alamy.



The New Workplace Power Symbols

By Michael Waters

If you walked into an office building during the second half of the 20th century, you could probably figure out who had power with a single glance: Just look for the person in the corner office. The corner offices of yore were big, with large windows offering city views and constant streams of light, plus unbeatable levels of privacy. Everyone wanted them, but only those at the top got them. Land in one, and you'd know you'd made it.
 Fast-forward to today, and that emblem of corporate success is dying off. The number of private offices along the side of a building, a category that includes those in the corner, has shrunk by about half since 2021, according to the real-estate company CBRE. But today's workplace transformation goes beyond the corner.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What Alice Munro has left us
 	The horseshoe theory of Google Search
 	The eight dynamics that will shape the election




Culture Break


Timothy A. Clary / AFP / Getty



Look. The dogs at the 148th Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show made a big splash. Check out the images from this year's competition.

Read. "Tapering," a poem by Jane Huffman:

"I'm tapering / the doctor says-- // It might feel / like you can hear / your eyes moving--"

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

For the past few months, it wasn't exactly clear whether President Biden and Trump would meet on the debate stage before November. (Some, including The Atlantic's David Frum, argued that they shouldn't.) Well, folks, it looks like they're doing it. The two presidential contenders agreed today to participate in two debates. The agreed-upon rules stipulate that neither event will have a studio audience--a welcome development for viewers who would rather watch a political debate than an episode of Jerry Springer.

-- 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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        Photos From the 2024 Westminster Dog Show

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 15, 2024

            	24 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show took place in New York City over the past week, showcasing more than 3,000 dogs of 200 different breeds and varieties. This year's Best in Show was awarded to a miniature poodle named Sage. Gathered below are images from this year's competition, held at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dog makes a big splash in a pool after jumping in.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog splashes down during the Dock Diving event at the 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show at USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center, in New York City, on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: Four pugs stand beside their handlers at a dog show.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pugs stand in the judging area during the 2024 Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show at Arthur Ashe Stadium, in New York City, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog winces as it is brushed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A papillon named Joshua during a grooming session on day one of the Westminster Kennel Club Dog show on May 13, 2024
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                [image: A close view of a sheepdog's face, its tongue sticking out, its eyes hidden under long fur, and hair ties holding some of its muzzle fur]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An old English sheepdog rests inside the grooming tent on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog herds a group of five ducks during a competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog herds ducks into a cage at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A dog leaps above a swimming pool, trying to bite a frisbee that has just been thrown.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs compete during Canine Celebration Day on May 11, 2024, in Queens, New York.
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                [image: At least two people pet a wrinkly, resting dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People pet a shar pei during the show on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A handler grooms a fluffy white dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A samoyed is readied inside the grooming tent on May 14, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Andres Kudacki / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A shaggy sheepdog trots behind a handler.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Bergamasco sheepdog runs in the judging area on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a small dog's face]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Brussels griffon stands in the benching area during the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show on May 13, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Timothy A. Clary / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman with a large white wig stands beside a white dog on a grooming table.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is prepared for the show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A person takes a picture of a pug wearing a flowery hat and a tutu.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pug named Fatty Patty poses for her owner on day one of the show, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A Boston terrier leaps over an obstacle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sparrow, a Boston terrier from Lowell, Michigan, competes in the Non-Sporting Group during the 148th Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A half-dozen dogs stand with their handlers in a waiting area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs stand, gathered with their handlers during the show, on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog leaps and turns, running through an obstacle course.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog participates in Masters Agility Championship Preliminaries on May 11, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Kena Betancur / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small dog with very long hair walks on an artificial grass surface in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Comet, a shih tzu, competes in breed group judging on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A dog lies on its side while being groomed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is groomed at Arthur Ashe Stadium on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A golden retriever sitting beside its handler appears to smile.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A golden retriever and its handler wait to compete in breed group judging on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A person runs beside an Afghan hound in front of judges and an audience.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Handler Willy Santiago competes with the Afghan hound Zaida during breed group judging on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: Several handlers kneel down beside their Irish setters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Irish setters are prepared for competition on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog stands on a grooming table.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is readied for the show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A tiny dog runs beside its handler.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs compete during the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A dog rests, with a small fan pointed directly at it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Quan, a chow chow from New York, cools down before competing on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A well-groomed black poodle stands in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sage, a miniature poodle from Houston, Texas, stands before winning the Best in Show group during the annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, at Arthur Ashe Stadium, on May 14, 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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Google and OpenAI Are Battling for AI Supremacy

This week, the tech giants announced different visions for the future of generative AI.

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


This week has felt like the early days of the generative-AI boom, filled with dazzling events concerning the future of the technology.

On Monday, OpenAI held a last-minute "Spring Update" event in which the company announced its newest AI model, GPT-4o, in an impressive live demo. Running on the iPhone's ChatGPT app, the model appeared able to understand live camera footage, help solve a math problem, and translate a live conversation between English and Italian speakers. Every previous smartphone assistant, including Apple's Siri, now appears obsolete--and the smartphone itself might be reimagined as the device most "perfectly positioned to run generative-AI programs," as I wrote on Monday.

Not to be outdone, Google followed suit yesterday during its annual developer conference, which focused almost exclusively on generative AI. Alongside various technological advances, the company laid out its vision for search in the AI era: "Google will do the Googling for you," Liz Reid, the company's head of search, declared. In other words, chatbots will take the work out of finding information online. Lurking beneath the announcements was an acknowledgment that AI is better suited at synthesizing existing information and formatting it into an accessible format than providing clear, definitive answers. "  That's not omniscience; it's the ability to tap into Google's preexisting index of the web," I noted yesterday.

OpenAI's and Google's announcements are a duel over not just which product is best, but which kind of generative AI will be most useful to people. The ChatGPT app promises to do everything, all in one place; AI-powered Google search promises to be more of an open-ended guide. Whether users will embrace either vision of a remade web remains to be seen.

-- Matteo Wong, associate editor



What to Read Next

	The live translation exhibited in OpenAI's demo gestures toward a world in which people no longer feel compelled to learn foreign languages. Louise Matsakis explored this potential AI-induced death of bilingualism in March, writing, "We may find that we've allowed deep human connections to be replaced by communication that's technically proficient but ultimately hollow."
 	Another, perhaps even more alarming future for the world's languages: Generative AI, which is most proficient in the handful of languages with plentiful training data, may push thousands of other tongues into extinction. "If generative AI indeed becomes the portal through which the internet is accessed," I wrote in March, "then billions of people may in fact be worse off than they are today."




P.S.

The buzz over AI image generators and deepfakes was preceded, decades ago, by similar excitement and hand-wringing over Adobe's Photoshop, then "the primary battlefield for debates around fake imagery," my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote last week. In the age of AI, Photoshop is struggling to adjust to being just one player in a crowded field.

-- Matteo
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The Eight Dynamics That Will Shape the Election

And that will decide the outcome in November

by David A. Graham




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


Where, exactly, are we in the election cycle right now?

In most election years, figuring this out is fairly easy, but in 2024, it's not so simple. When Donald Trump locked up the Republican nomination in March, reporters declared that the general election had begun. But what's going on is not yet a midsummer campaign, nor does it feel like one. President Joe Biden has started stumping more aggressively and giving more interviews, but he's also been consumed by domestic and foreign crises. Trump's time is consumed by a different kind of domestic crisis: He spends most days in a Manhattan courtroom defending against claims that he broke the law in covering up a sexual liaison. When he's not in court, however, his rallies have been infrequent.

Political polling offers some sense of where things stand. Experts warn against reading too much into polls at this stage, and the industry is deeply flawed, but polls are nevertheless the best tool available for assessing voters' attitudes. They have for months now suggested a small but consistent lead for Trump, with Biden closing the gap somewhat. A survey Monday from The New York Times and Siena College, typically one of the accurate polls, finds Trump leading Biden in five key swing states.

Predicting elections at this point is a game for fools, charlatans, and political strategists (though I repeat myself). But we can identify the biggest questions and dynamics that are shaping the race now and pointing toward how it might look in November.



1. Does Biden Fall?

Not metaphorically--literally. Voters have consistently expressed concern that both presidential candidates are too old, but the sentiment is especially strong in the case of Biden, the older of the two men. Though little evidence suggests mental slippage on the part of the president, his stiff gait and physical stumbles have created jitters. His commanding State of the Union address helped quiet discussion, but a serious fall or other ailment would thrust the matter back into the center, with potentially devastating results. Trump, it's worth noting, faces some of the same risks. He's also very old, and his naps during his trial have drawn scrutiny.

2. Trump's High Floor and Low Ceiling

In the 2016 election, Donald Trump won 46.1 percent of the popular vote. As president, his Gallup approval rating hovered around 40, occasionally peaking as high as 49 but typically sitting lower. During the 2020 election, he polled mostly in the low 40s and won 46.8 percent of the popular vote. This cycle, polls place him (wait for it) in the mid-40s. As of this writing, the RealClearPolitics average has him at 46.1 percent, perfectly matching his 2016 result, to Biden's 44.9. What years of experience of Trump have shown is that nothing he does can lose him the support of his base--roughly 40 percent of the electorate--and nothing he does can win him the approval of more than about 49 percent. His fate, and thus that of the election, is written in those nine percentage points: How much can he push the number up, and how much can Biden eat into it?

3. Whither, or Wither, the Economy?

Another thing that seems set in stone: Voters simply aren't going to decide that they love "Bidenomics," no matter how good the economic numbers look. (My colleague Roge Karma has a good discussion of why.) A majority also trust Republicans more on the economy, as they have for decades, even though Republicans have presided over economic calamities in 1987, 2001, 2008, and 2020. But how negative, or neutral, voters feel come November will matter. The economy has continued to add jobs quickly, although the rate of growth slowed in April. The generally solid economy would seem to be good news for Biden and Democrats, except that it means the Federal Reserve is less likely to reduce interest rates as its board tries to keep inflation in check.

Quinta Jurecic: The 2024 election already isn't normal

4. These Men and Women Are Nihilists

My colleague Derek Thompson has written about the tranche of voters who just seem to want chaos and upheaval, and the Times/Siena poll turns up more information about them. More than half of Americans, 55 percent, say the political and economic system needs major changes; 14 percent say it should be torn down entirely. Only about a quarter think Biden would make major changes or tear it down, versus 70 percent who say Trump would. Voters who think that Biden's changes would be good are in roughly equal proportion to those who think they would be bad (each about a quarter). For Trump, 43 percent say his changes would be good, while 35 percent say they'd be bad. Unsurprisingly, Trump leads among tear-it-all-down voters, but overall the results are a bit incoherent. (As I have written, Trump's anti-system pose is a sham; his biggest changes would be to weaken democracy and to enrich himself and his allies.)

5. Biden's Status-Quo Problem

Here's the flip side of the burn-it-all-down matter: In 2020, Biden ran promising a return to normalcy after the Trump years. In some ways, he has delivered that--the chaotic White House no longer dominates the news--but in other ways, it has been beyond his control, as in the case of sustained inflation. Either way, voters aren't pleased with the status quo, and as long as the election is a referendum on that, Biden will struggle. This leaves the president in the difficult position of trying to both tout stability and norms but also promise change from his own first term. The fact is that Biden has set in motion some major structural reforms in the U.S. economy, but many of those changes are either little understood by voters or too slow to have shown up yet.

6. Judgment Day

With each passing week, the chances increase that the only trial Trump faces before Election Day is the current one in Manhattan, on charges that he falsified business records to cover up a sexual liaison. That's good news for the former president, who has managed to stall the other cases against him. The bad news is that the Manhattan trial has highlighted some things that have always made a sizable block of voters nervous about Trump: his lies, his scandals, and his tendency to create drama and disorder. But what effect this will have, if any, is a little murky: Polls suggest that a felony conviction would lose him some votes, but how many is hard to predict. Trump is also dealing with some civil cases. Generally, news about his legal issues seems to both solidify his base and turn off other voters whom he needs to build a winning majority.

7. The Return of Split Tickets?

Once upon a time, voters routinely split their votes between Democrats and Republicans. But as the two have sorted into homogenous conservative and liberal parties, and as Americans have become more polarized, ticket-splitting is less and less common. Could it make a rebound this year? Well, maybe. The Times/Siena poll shows Democrats leading in U.S. Senate races in Arizona, Nevada, and Pennsylvania--even as Biden trails in all three in the same poll. In Michigan, Democrats have made gains in recent years, but Biden looks shaky. In Ohio, Democrats hope that Senator Sherrod Brown can win, although Trump is expected to carry the state; in deep-blue Maryland, Republican Larry Hogan, a popular former governor, may have the edge for an open Senate seat. The question is whether voters actually follow through come November, or end up closer to the recent pattern of mostly voting a straight ticket.

8. The Third-Party Factor

Both the Biden and Trump teams seem rattled by the resilience of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s campaign; Kennedy is now polling around 10 percent on average. Which of the two major candidates he might hurt more is hard to say, and polls have been equivocal on this point. Trump's campaign has recently unleashed broadsides against Kennedy, and Biden's allies have started to pound him too. Even so, third-party candidates tend to fade as the election draws closer, and Kennedy may follow the same pattern. A key question is whether he gets invited to the presidential debates with Biden and Trump. Neither the Green Party nominee, Jill Stein, nor the independent Cornel West will be onstage, but in tightly contested swing states, they too could win enough votes to give Trump victory.
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China Has Gotten the Trade War It Deserves

The Biden administration's steep new tariffs are a rational response to Xi Jinping's aggressive economic policies.

by Michael Schuman




A global trade war is starting, and China is at the center of it. A reckoning for Beijing's economic model, which is designed to promote Chinese industry at the expense of the rest of the world, has long been coming. China's trading partners have had enough. The result will be a wave of protectionism, with potentially dire consequences for both China and the global economy.

The most obvious and dramatic evidence for this was unveiled yesterday by President Joe Biden, who announced that his administration would quadruple the existing tariffs on imported Chinese electric vehicles, to 100 percent. He will also hike tariffs on steel, aluminum, medical equipment, semiconductors, solar cells, and lithium batteries. The Chinese government instantly protested and threatened action of its own. "The United States should immediately correct its wrong practices," the Chinese Ministry of Commerce said in a statement. "China will take resolute measures to defend its own rights and interests."

Yet China's leaders have no one to blame but themselves. They joined a global trading system and then gamed that system. Biden's tariffs are the natural response, though not an entirely positive one. Protectionism raises costs, hurts consumers, shields unworthy companies from competition, and punishes worthier ones. Disputes over trade will only intensify the rivalry between the world's two great powers.

This souring of trade relations wasn't always foreordained--but it had become virtually unavoidable. Chinese leader Xi Jinping has failed to reform his economy in ways that would have made this trade war less likely. Facing this confrontation with the United States, he is even less likely to make reforms today. The result is trade conflict and heightened political tensions that benefit no one.

Derek Thompson: Trade wars are not good, or easy to win

Biden targeted EVs for a reason. Beijing's leaders wanted to dominate that industry and threw the weight of the state behind Chinese companies. The program was undeniably successful. China is at the forefront of the EV industry, while the United States, with the exception of Tesla, has barely gotten out of the parking lot. But electrical automotive is also a sector in which China's government has played such a heavy role, and created so much manufacturing capacity, that other governments believe their own industries are at risk.

Both that prowess and that excess were on display recently at the Beijing Auto Show. The exhibition included no fewer than 278 EV models. That's indicative of a market jammed with 139 EV brands. The already gridlocked Chinese car market didn't dissuade the Chinese smartphone maker Xiaomi from jumping in, with its first EV offering in the show's spotlight.

China simply has too many car companies with too many factories making too many cars. Counting both EVs and internal-combustion-engine vehicles, China's auto industry now has the capacity to produce almost twice as many vehicles as Chinese consumers are buying, according to the Shanghai-based consultancy Automobility Limited. Although oversupply in the EV sector, where demand is still growing, is not as severe as in the legacy business, Chinese automakers are still adding assembly lines. BYD, for instance, plans to more than double its EV production capacity by 2026.

China now has the largest domestic car market in the world, but even Chinese consumers cannot sustain so many factories, especially as the country's economy slows. So automakers are off-loading their surplus products into the global marketplace. China vied with Japan for the title of world's largest car exporter last year.

This hefty outflow of Chinese cars has earned unwelcome attention from policy makers in the U.S. and Europe. They contend that the Chinese government unduly supports and promotes China's bloated automobile sector; as a consequence, their own automakers are threatened by a deluge of cheap Chinese vehicles. During an official visit to China in late April, U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken said that the issue of China's excess capacity was "front and center" for Washington. Chinese industry, he added, is "flooding markets, undermining competition, putting at risk livelihoods and businesses around the world." While also visiting China in April, Germany's chancellor, Olaf Scholz, expressed similar concerns.

"The one thing that must always be clear is that competition must be fair," Scholz said in a speech in Shanghai. China's leaders think it already is. They retort that the success of Chinese automakers is due entirely to their competitive advantages. Premier Li Qiang told Scholz that greater supply "is conducive to full market competition and promoting the survival of the fittest."

Michael Schuman: To China, all's fair in love and trade wars

The state news agency Xinhua argued that China's edge "has been honed through diligent efforts and genuine expertise, rooted in market competition, innovation, and entrepreneurship," and went on to claim that "the world doesn't want less of China's capacity, but wants more." Therefore, the criticism of China's industry "may look like an economic discussion," a spokesperson for the Chinese foreign ministry said, but it "ignores more than 200 years of the basic concept of comparative advantage in Western economics."

The fact that some Chinese EV companies have developed highly competitive products and technology, and benefit from real cost advantages in a relatively low-wage economy, is certainly true. Yet the government's role in building and sustaining that sector is undeniable as well. Chinese economic planners wished to accelerate the EV sector's development, so, almost a decade ago, they targeted electric vehicles for special state assistance through their Made in China 2025 industrial program. The assistance was controversial from the start because American and European business leaders and policy makers feared--rightly, it now appears--that Beijing's backing for its favored industries would distort global markets. Tax breaks, low-interest loans, subsidies to make EVs more affordable, and other aid followed.

These interventions encouraged private capital to jump in as well. The result was an explosion of investment in start-ups, factories, and supply chains. As Bert Hofman, an expert on China's economy at the National University of Singapore, told me: "If the central government says this is the new growth area, electric vehicles are the future, everybody and their grandmothers start something in electric vehicles."

All governments place their thumb on the scale to promote their national industries to some degree. China's thumb simply weighs more heavily. A 2022 study by the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington conservatively estimated that China spent $248 billion supporting its industries in 2019. That's twice as much as the United States did.

"It's the whole financial system, the whole economic system that is leveraged for industrial policy, which is very different than what's been happening in market economies," Camille Boullenois, an analyst of Chinese industry at the research firm Rhodium Group, told me. Where electric vehicles are concerned, "it's very hard to imagine the industry growing as fast without government support."

The excess capacity, however, is not so much by design. As the automobile industry in China was revving up, the economy was slowing down. Bill Russo, Automobility's founder, explained to me that automakers overestimated the growth of the Chinese car market and ended up building factories to churn out vehicles for customers that never materialized. Passenger-car sales are still below where they were in 2017 thanks to a stumbling economy, the ravages of the pandemic, and other factors. Such investment, he said, "has been the formula for cashing in on China's growth, and you're going to have a reckoning at one point in time--and that's what we're faced with right now."

This problem is not confined to cars. China's steel industry has maintained its output even though demand at home has been declining. The Australian bank Westpac said recently that steel exports, which are approaching record levels, have become a "release valve" for this excess. Even as China's leaders rebutted foreign criticism of its bloated industries, they released draft regulations in early May to rein in expansion of lithium-battery manufacturing. Chinese state-owned media are reporting that a glut of solar panels--another sector dominated by Chinese companies--is depressing prices and squeezing profits. A surge of Chinese investment into manufacturing "legacy" microchips (those using older technology) is sparking fears they could flood the global marketplace.

Richard Fontaine: The China problem isn't going away

Facing this Chinese onslaught, governments around the world are stepping in to protect their own industries. The European Commission is currently conducting an investigation into China's subsidizing of electric vehicles with an eye to imposing its own tariffs on their import. Rhodium anticipates that the EU will apply a duty of 15 to 30 percent on EVs, but the group argues that even this may not be sufficient to deter Chinese automakers. The Biden administration's move to a 100 percent EV tariff no doubt reflects similar thinking. Chile has already slapped tariffs on some Chinese steel products, while Brazil imposed quotas and duties to stave off an influx of cheap steel, mainly from China.

Beijing could fend off these restrictions by reforming its domestic market. The flip side of China's excessive supply is weak demand. This is caused not just by slowing growth, but also by its entire economic model. As Michael Pettis, a specialist in China's economy at Peking University, recently pointed out, Beijing's dirigiste policy has a side effect of subsidizing China's industry even more than it appears, by both directly and indirectly transferring wealth from families to factories: Rather than encouraging spending on goods, all of the economic incentives are to make capital investment in manufacturing. China's economic model favors producers over consumers, which holds down household incomes and limits their spending. Lacking customers at home, Chinese industry is forced to seek them abroad.

New policies that nudge Chinese families to spend more and save less could alleviate the problem. One way to do this would be to strengthen the country's feeble social safety net. But Chinese leaders have done little to encourage that transition, perhaps because the necessary liberalizing reforms could weaken the Communist Party's control over the economy and society. That leaves China's industrial giants little option but to spew their excess into the global marketplace, in an effort to sustain growth and employment. The outcome is that China sells to the world more goods than it buys from it. Hofman calculated that China recorded trade surpluses with 173 economies in 2023 and deficits with only 50. That added up to a merchandise trade surplus of more than $800 billion.

Xi Jinping seems set on making matters worse. His principal economic goal of achieving "self-sufficiency" aims to reduce what China purchases from other countries and substitute goods made by foreign companies with Chinese alternatives--especially in industries, such as green energy, that other governments find strategic. In doing so, Xi is practically inviting more intense trade disputes.

In Xi's thinking, economic growth "is going to come from churning out a lot of this stuff and exporting it to the world," Leland Miller, a co-founder of the research firm China Beige Book, told me. "Why they think they can get away with that when they are already running giant, politically charged trade surpluses with most of the world, including the United States, and they're going to supercharge those surpluses and think that's going to be successful ... it doesn't make much sense."

The big point is that China is not just exporting too much stuff; it's also exporting its economic problems. Xi intends to maintain Chinese jobs and factories at the expense of other countries' workers and companies, to avoid necessary but potentially disruptive reform at home. That means Xi is actually undermining the great hope of China's rise. A wealthier China was supposed to be an engine of global prosperity. Xi's version is promoting protectionism and confrontation that threaten that prosperity.

Facing political pressure at home, politicians around the world are forced to defend their economies from Xi's strategy, even if that leads to trade wars that sour relations with Beijing. This is not a good outcome for the global economy or for geopolitical stability. But Xi's policies have made it inevitable.
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The <em>Baby Reindeer </em>Mess Was Inevitable

The hit Netflix show appeals to many of our worst instincts as viewers.

by Shirley Li




This story contains spoilers for the Netflix limited series Baby Reindeer.

In the finale of Baby Reindeer, the comedian Donny Dunn (played by the show's creator, Richard Gadd) achieves the kind of success he'd always wanted: He lands podcast interviews, performs before appreciative crowds inside big clubs, and scrolls through scores of online comments praising him for his bravery. He has transformed, as he puts it, "from a walking ghost to the center of a media storm"--all because a random audience member filmed and uploaded to YouTube a set during which Donny fell apart and delivered confessions instead of jokes. He'd told the room that he'd been groomed and abused years earlier by a man he'd considered his mentor, and that the resulting mix of self-hatred, humiliation, and guilt led him to indulge a stalker named Martha (Jessica Gunning).

Donny is based on Gadd himself, and the British series--an expanded, episodic version of Gadd's one-man show of the same name--opens with a card that reads "This is a true story." Gadd has said that he was indeed stalked and harassed by a middle-aged woman who claimed to be a lawyer, and that he had been sexually abused by someone in the industry he'd greatly admired. The names of these people and certain details about the events were changed, but, as Gadd said in an interview, the show was "all emotionally 100 percent true."

Read: We've lost the plot

The response to Baby Reindeer has been a lot more complicated than Donny's brush with acclaim. Though the show has received glowing reviews since its April debut and became a hit on Netflix, topping the streamer's English-language charts three weeks in a row, the fallout has been, to put it mildly, a mess. Some viewers tried to uncover the identity of Gadd's entertainment-industry abuser and ended up targeting an innocent former co-worker of Gadd's. As for Martha, internet sleuths found a woman who matched her description, leading tabloids such as the Daily Mail to track her down. The woman has said she believes that the character of Martha was based on her, and admitted to sending Gadd emails and tweets, but denied stalking him or committing criminal behavior during their interactions. She has since accused Gadd of stalking her, and, last week, she was interviewed by Piers Morgan, which led to a fresh wave of online commentary. Maybe that's the last of it; Gadd himself has refused to "confirm or deny anything relating to the real life people who the characters are based on in the show." Or maybe such a high-profile appearance will beget more headlines, which will beget even more discussion.

None of this is really a surprise when you consider the show's structure. Baby Reindeer spends most of its time dissecting Donny--and, by extension, Gadd himself--but the stalker story is its most seductive hook. The show's thrillerlike twists offer a kind of voyeuristic accessibility into Donny's staggering turmoil. But by branding itself as a true story, the series implicitly invites viewers to ponder what's real and what's been embellished--this intrigue is what helped turn the show into a word-of-mouth hit. As such, it's become nearly impossible to see the story of Baby Reindeer on its own terms, separate from the conversation about Gadd's ethics and whether he did enough to prevent the real people involved from being publicly identifiable. The show itself actually makes trenchant observations about obsession, shame, and abuse--all of which have been overshadowed by the frenzy it helped create.

This apparently wasn't Gadd's intention. "Please don't speculate on who any of the real-life people could be," he wrote in an Instagram Story. "That's not the point of our show." The point, it seemed, had been catharsis--for Gadd, and for anyone who might resonate with his journey. The original stage show, he told The Guardian, became "a lifeline ... The way people received the show, and received me, and accepted what happened to me: it saved my life." In making the show, he sought to make sense of how his earlier abuse informed his behavior around his stalker: why he remained in contact with her for so long and why he failed to draw clear boundaries.

The show succeeds in many ways at capturing Gadd's cathartic self-reflection. Donny's narration anchors the series in his queasy point of view, his voice-over repeatedly veering into critical takedowns of his own behavior. He tends to state how much he loathes himself, his need for relevancy, and his similarities to Martha. Baby Reindeer's fourth and strongest episode, told in a visceral series of flashbacks, is especially uncomfortable: The disorienting camerawork places us inside Donny's confused, blurry mind as he returns to his groomer's apartment over and over, knowing each time that he'll be drugged and raped. Even the title credits emphasize how trapped Donny is in his head: The words "created & written by Richard Gadd" are typed on-screen and then backspaced away, as if Gadd can't fully say what he wants to express. The effect is overwhelming--Donny is so raw and honest about how he feels about himself that you immediately empathize with him.

Read: A grim new low for internet sleuthing

But Baby Reindeer also quietly, perhaps inadvertently, encourages prying into the people being depicted on-screen--to participate, in other words, in the very form of "toxic empathy" Gadd said he struggled with during the time he engaged with Martha. Netflix has maintained that it took "every reasonable precaution in disguising the real-life identities of the people involved," yet the show seems to have kept plenty of other details intact: Netflix U.K.'s Instagram account declares that the misspelled emails depicted in the show were pulled from Gadd's inbox. An in-joke about curtains is reproduced in the drama; the alleged real-life Martha referred to it in a public social-media post, which viewers easily found online. Donny's emphasis on how much he couldn't quit Martha often overshadows the richer parts of his story. The show spends several episodes exploring Donny's budding romance with a trans woman, Teri (Nava Mau), and his evolving understanding of his parents, who have more in common with him than he thought. But Donny's relationship with Martha bookends the series, affirming its importance over everything else. Viewers are left with Martha's voice ringing in their ears. It's no wonder that so many began hunting for her once they finished the show.

I want to give Gadd the benefit of the doubt. Reliving his real-life trauma to play Donny can't have been easy, and he said on a panel discussion recently that he had expected Baby Reindeer to "sit as maybe a little cult, artistic gem on the Netflix platform." "If I wanted the real life people to be found, I would've made it a documentary," he told The Hollywood Reporter in a conversation conducted before the Piers Morgan interview. "I've spoken publicly about how I don't want people to do it and if I start playing a game of whack-a-mole, then I'm almost adding to it. I don't think I'll ever comment on it ever again." (It's unclear whether the woman who claims to be the real-life Martha was ever formally charged or investigated for alleged stalking.)

For better or worse, the selling of the show as a true story positioned it to become the subject of internet sleuthing, and buried what's really potent about it beyond the stalker storyline. Baby Reindeer examines the destructive nature of abuse, the way that a survivor can do seemingly irrational things--returning to the site of the abuse, obsessing over actions and inactions--just to be sure the whole ordeal wasn't imagined. Donny found solace in the easy validation Martha provided and saw in her the same self-loathing and loneliness he had within him.

During Donny's unplanned confession onstage, he explains why he couldn't let go of the possibility that his abusive mentor could actually make him famous. "When you're famous, people see you as that," he said. "They think, It's the guy from that thing!" In reality, of course, fame can simply be the start of a cycle of exploitative empathy. At its core, Baby Reindeer understood this. But inevitably, too many of its viewers did not.
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The New Workplace Power Symbols

Corner offices used to be the emblem of corporate success. But modern workplaces have new ways to convey status.

by Michael Waters




If you walked into an office building during the second half of the 20th century, you could probably figure out who had power with a single glance: Just look for the person in the corner office. The corner offices of yore were big, with large windows offering city views and constant streams of light, plus unbeatable levels of privacy. Everyone wanted them, but only those at the top got them. Land in one, and you'd know you'd made it.

Fast-forward to today, and that emblem of corporate success is dying off. The number of private offices along the side of a building, a category that includes those in the corner, has shrunk by about half since 2021, according to the real-estate company CBRE. But today's workplace transformation goes beyond the corner. All assigned desks and offices are on the decline, comprising only 45 percent of the average office, compared with 56 percent in 2021. Employers of many kinds--law firms, oil companies, biotech businesses, railway operators--are doing without them. They're being replaced with coffee areas, conference rooms, and other collaborative spaces, Janet Pogue, the global director of workplace research at Gensler, a design firm, told me. In 2023, communal areas constituted 20 percent of the average office floor, up from 14 percent in 2021, CBRE found.

Read: Corporate buzzwords are how workers pretend to be adults

Some take this shift as evidence of a revolution in egalitarianism. But tearing down the walls of the corner office hasn't exactly made the workplace more democratic. Executives still claim many of the new shared spaces as their own, take the lead during team meetings, and enjoy other subtle privileges. They may no longer occupy a seat of such visible power, but they still exert sway over the rest of the office, using spaces as they please and influencing what others can do in them.

The relationship between office geography and power has always been in flux. The earliest workplaces displayed a "total inversion of our image of the traditional office-space hierarchy," Dale Bradley, a professor at Brock University who has researched the history of the office, told me. Take the Larkin Building, which was designed in 1904 for a soap company. There, executives sat in the center of the first floor. "These guys are on display all the time," Bradley said. Lower-level employees, meanwhile, were pushed to the edges of the building.

But as the years passed, bosses decided they'd rather not be so visible. Shortly before World War II, they started moving into the corners, where they could easily block themselves off, and the symbol of corporate power that we know today took root. By mid-century, developers were bragging about how many corner offices they could cram onto each floor. In 1966, The New York Times wrote about a Philadelphia office building that had eight corners--"twice the normal supply." Toronto's Scotia Plaza did even better, with as many as 22 on some floors. This influence seeped into literature too. Books with titles such as Nice Girls Don't Get the Corner Office and Winners Dream: A Journey From Corner Store to Corner Office made clear that attaining the corner office was the apex of capitalist triumph.

Then, about two decades ago, office designers began phasing them out. Google's open-plan office redesign in 2005 was one of the earlier and most high-profile signs of changing attitudes: Modern workplaces were emphasizing collaboration, and corner offices were seen as too siloed. In 2020, the office came under attack again. Especially during the early pandemic, fewer executives were showing up to work in person, and their palatial corner offices were going to waste. "Nobody else really feels comfortable going into somebody else's space and sitting there," Kay Sargent, a director at the design firm HOK, told me. Now new office leases are about 20 percent smaller than they were before COVID, and companies are reconfiguring their floor plans to include more communal areas so that more employees fit into less space.

Without the corner office, status is conveyed in new ways. No matter the setup, "human beings will still find a way of creating hierarchy," Lenny Beaudoin, CBRE's global head of workplace design, explained. Bosses might have more computer monitors, bigger desks, or even just a permanent spot rather than a rotating one, Matthew Davis, a business professor at Leeds University Business School, told me. Power also manifests intangibly--for instance, only a select few might be able to not check Slack or come and go from the office without explanation. It's the same benefit of having a far-flung corner office, re-created digitally: You know you're important if you can escape surveillance.

Read: 'Resimercial:' the terrible word for today's trendy office aesthetic

And even if they're not in the corner, a lot of executives do still have offices. Those have largely slimmed down, but many are connected to conference rooms or other collaborative spaces, such as broadcast rooms in finance firms, recording studios at media companies, and labs in the life sciences. Many higher-ups essentially seize these for themselves whenever they come in, Pogue, at Gensler, told me. From there, they can shape any collaboration that takes place, ensuring it plays out in their space and under their supervision. Many modern companies "have as many conference rooms as there are executives," Sargent said, and it's become a "dirty little secret" that conference rooms are the new corner offices.

A collaborative space doesn't need to be directly attached to a boss's office for this dynamic to play out. When a high-ranking executive parks themselves in a big conference room or spreads their stuff across the long table in the office coffee shop, no one is going to tell them to leave. The communal spaces are free to use only if the boss isn't there.

Across all iterations of the workplace, higher-ups have always found ways to get what they want. We may one day return to an older layout of explicit hierarchy: Beaudoin, the CBRE designer, told me that he recently worked with a bank that decided to reinstall corner offices for a group of senior leaders, hoping it would bring them back to the office. But even if recent changes prove lasting, with space designed to be up for grabs, there won't be any illusions about who has the power to grab it.
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A Gaza Protester Who's Willing to Suffer

An interview with David Chmielewski, a Princeton student who went on a hunger strike to demand divestment from Israel

by Graeme Wood




The protesters on university campuses have an image problem: They look like they are having way too much fun. In tone, the demonstrations do not match the subject matter, which they allege is genocide, the least fun of all human activities. For 20-year-olds, some activities that would be miserable to a normal person--screaming hysterically, being arrested, living in ragged encampments--are in fact an exhilarating way to spend one's time, and certainly preferable to studying for exams. Young people like to rough it, within reason. Earlier this month, the protesters at the University of Chicago begged to be resupplied with dwindling essentials such as Chapstick and dental dams.

Most universities have delayed threats of serious punishment. Even students who are eventually arrested are likely to suffer only minor blemishes to their records. And many of these blemishes are desirable: What better way to prove you were young and alive in 2024 than to have a framed mug shot from the day you were zip-tied and booked? Such mementos will have an honored place on the desks of protesters who someday follow a square occupation, like corporate law or podiatry.

Fun does not discredit a cause, but a protester who enjoys himself has a harder time demonstrating his commitment than one willing to suffer. This weekend I spoke with one of the latter. David Chmielewski, a Princeton English major from Torrington, Connecticut, along with 11 other Princeton community members, spent 10 days on a hunger strike to call for the university to divest from Israel. "We wanted to commit ourselves to making clear how dire the situation is, with the forced famine that's happening in the Gaza Strip," Chmielewski said. He and the others consumed nothing but water, electrolytes, and necessary medicine. "There's something very powerful about being able to use your body to show that commitment." He said the group stopped on Saturday after talks with Princeton administrators yielded promising results.

Michael Powell: The unreality of Columbia's 'liberated zone'

Many have ridiculed the hunger strikers for the short duration of their fast, and for not emerging from the ordeal sallow and hollow-cheeked. ("PROTESTER WHINES OVER SELF-IMPOSED HUNGER STRIKE," read the chyron on a Fox News broadcast.) Ten days isn't long, but it is nine days longer than I've ever gone without food, so I am not inclined to downplay the unpleasantness of the experience. In fact, I respect Chmielewski. And just as it is important to ridicule protesters who have no idea what they are protesting, or who infringe on the rights of others, or who hate Jews, one should acknowledge when others press their cause, whatever its merit, in a morally faultless way.

Chmielewski said his group was inspired by hunger strikers earlier this year at Brown (where the strike lasted eight days), at Dartmouth (where it lasted 12 days), and at Harvard (half a day). "We're also drawing on a longer tradition of the hunger strike as a nonviolent-resistance tactic," he told me, citing the Irish-republican hunger strikes of the 1920s and those of Gandhi and others in the movement for Indian independence. The Princeton protesters, he said, have had weeks to evolve in their tactics, without having been wiped out by clashes with police. "Other student groups may not have been afforded that luxury of time," Chmielewski said. "We've had a lot of time to sit and reflect on what we can do to pressure the university but also to center Palestinians."

The language of "centering"--borrowed from the feminist theory of bell hooks and others--refers to the practice of giving credence and priority to the views of those historically ignored or victimized. It is in my opinion misguided, insofar as history's victims are like history's oppressors: human, and therefore flawed to the core and wrong about most things. And in the case of the Palestinians, the practice of "centering" seems to introduce a contradiction. Was it not odd, I asked Chmielewski, that centering the Palestinian perspective would lead him to adopt tactics that have never attracted a significant following among Palestinians?

Chmielewski countered that Palestinian political prisoners have gone on hunger strikes by the thousands at various points in the past few decades. That's true, but many of those striking were doing so only because they were in prison for violent crimes, and nonviolence had become the only option available. Nonviolent resistance as a preferred tactic remains rare--and rejected completely by Hamas--even though a growing literature in political science (particularly the work of Erica Chenoweth and the late Gene Sharp) has demonstrated that it is often very effective. It is less effective when allied with organized armed resistance. Chmielewski's peers seem content with such an alliance. "Glory to the martyrs," his Princeton group declared in a recent social-media post. "The empire will burn."

The question of why Palestinians have shown conspicuously little interest in the tactic that he himself has adopted is, Chmielewski told me, "better asked of a Palestinian." "I don't necessarily feel qualified to speak to the exact reasons for the dynamics of what tactics Palestinians have adopted historically," he said. He was, I should add, smart and articulate, and one reason I liked him was his willingness to admit ignorance. Another was that unlike many other protesters, he did not hide behind a mask and committed himself to his cause by name.

His conclusion from the experience was not narrowly about hunger in Gaza at all. "I'm not sure I know the right word" for what he experienced by not eating, he told me. "Spiritual? Poetic? Imaginative?" He said the hunger strike, although nominally about his university's divestment, gave him a sense that "another world is possible, because you're refraining from material needs. Everyone tells you you need these material things.  But then stepping away from them gives you this permission to imagine other possibilities for existing in the world. It gives you permission to imagine a better world, because it's taking you a step back from this world of ... raw materiality."

I sensed that he was getting what one should get from one's time at university: an education. Maybe it was the ketosis talking. (Several days of not eating can leave one giddy, even energetic.) I came away persuaded less by his cause than by his dedication and the worthiness of nonviolence as a tactic of first resort. I hope there will be more who practice it--in Princeton, Gaza, and Israel.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/05/princeton-hunger-strikes-interviews/678380/?utm_source=feed
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The Art of Survival

In living with cancer, Suleika Jaouad has learned to wrench meaning from our short time on Earth.<strong> </strong>

by Jennifer Senior




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


The first time I met Suleika Jaouad, I fell in love with her a little. This, I would soon learn, is a fairly common reaction to Suleika: Everyone who meets her falls in love with her a little. It was 2015, and Suleika was just 26 years old--buoyant, finally off maintenance chemo, and radiant on account of it, her thick brown hair arranged in a boop-a-doop pixie cut. We were attending the same conference, and her boyfriend, a young New Orleans musician named Jon Batiste, was there too. The couple had an irresistible backstory: They first met at band camp as teenagers (she in Birkenstocks, he with a mouthful of train-track orthodonture), and then reconnected romantically as adults. They made for a captivating pair, though the weather systems surrounding them couldn't have been more different: She was enveloping and collected people; he was shy and abstracted, as if involved in a long, vigorous conversation with himself.

At some point, I was told that Jon was going to be the new bandleader on The Late Show With Stephen Colbert. I remember thinking, Cool, but not much more, having no idea what kind of genius he was. Yet one knew from just looking at them that Jon and Suleika were destined for an unusual life. They were sophisticated and great-looking, ambitious and disciplined, adoring and mutually invested in each other's success. Suleika had written a column for The New York Times called "Life, Interrupted" about the brutal challenges of living with acute myeloid leukemia, had beaten the disease, and was now doing advocacy work and writing a memoir. Jon would soon be appearing nightly on our television sets and continuing to make music of his own.

They are married now. He's the more famous of the two, with an Academy Award, a Golden Globe, and five Grammys; he's also the focus of the documentary American Symphony, which earned him a 2024 Oscar nomination for Best Original Song. (Additionally, Jon is The Atlantic's first music director.)

But Suleika has her own passionate following. I recently told a friend that I was writing about her, and she started burbling with envy, saying how much she loved The Isolation Journals, Suleika's Substack newsletter; how much she loved her memoir, Between Two Kingdoms; how certain she was that the two of them would be fast friends if only they could meet in real life. I didn't have the heart to say: Well, yes, I'm sure that's true, you guys probably would be friends, but I'm also fairly certain that her hundreds of thousands of readers and quarter-million-plus Instagram followers feel the exact same way.

Suleika Jaouad: I survived cancer, and then I needed to remember how to live

That's the thing about Suleika: She's like O-negative blood, compatible with any type. The awful irony is that almost no one's lifeblood is compatible with Suleika's, at least not in the most meaningful sense. Because Suleika had not, in fact, left her cancer behind her. In 2021, she spun out of remission, requiring a second bone-marrow transplant. But her only compatible donor was her brother, Adam, and it was his bone marrow that her cancer cells had managed to outfox in the first place. That means she'll very likely need a third transplant in the years ahead, ideally from someone else. But there is no one else. Yet.

When Suleika was first diagnosed, in 2011, her doctors put her odds of survival at 35 percent. I asked her in October what her odds are now. "Less than that," she said slowly, though she added that her prognosis could change if the science does, or if a new suitable donor materializes.

Suleika likes to say that "survival is a creative act," which has a slightly peculiar ring to it, at once too tidy and too obscure. But what she means, really, is: Living with the implicit or explicit threat of cancer for your entire adulthood forces you to strain the limits of your imagination to find life's fulfillments. She has surrounded herself with loyal, loving friends. She has made her environments warm and stylish. (Her Brooklyn brownstone was recently featured in Architectural Digest.) But most important, she has made a daily practice of converting pain into art. (She's fond of quoting the poet Louise Gluck: "Writing is a kind of revenge against circumstance.") Between Two Kingdoms spent 22 weeks as a New York Times best seller. This summer, she will have her first art exhibition, inspired by the watercolors she did in the hospital during her second transplant. She has a contract for two more books, one a compendium of writing prompts and meditations on journaling, the other a collection of her paintings and essays.

The self-help aisles are heaving with advice about how to be happy. But it's one thing to read such guidance; it's another to actually live it. Yet at 35, Suleika is sharing with her readers how she's trying to do the hardest thing, even if it's the most basic thing: wrench meaning from our short time here.

A brief confession before we go any further. I had a meta-motive for wanting to sit down with Suleika: When our interviews began, I was on month 16 of long COVID. There'd be days when I was too dizzy to sit, let alone stand, and my head would judder and vibrate like a lawn mower if I started to walk. Suleika was the one person I knew I could interview while lying down.

I was all too aware that there was an existential gap in our suffering, but I still wondered if, from observing her, I'd learn something about how to cope, just as thousands of other physically and spiritually broken people had. She'd figured out how to stop resisting her illness, spending many productive hours from bed, hadn't she? Whereas I was still in an iron mode of resistance, braying at the gods.


During an extended hospital stay for her second bone-marrow transplant, in February 2022, Suleika took up painting. (Kate Sterlin)



It's easy to miss Jon and Suleika's home in the Delaware River Valley. It is also easy, once you find it, to mistakenly believe that it is inhabited by hobbits. They live in a compact, cheery farmhouse, the walkway lined with solar-powered lanterns, the grounds checkered with wild shrubs and pyramids of gourds. This is where the couple retreated during the pandemic, and it is where I went the first night I had dinner with Jon and Suleika, along with four of their friends. The atmosphere at the table was relaxed and festive, and everyone was almost unnaturally attractive, like castoffs from a rom-com that never went into production. After dinner, Jon took a seat at the piano in the living room, and one of his friends, the saxophonist and mathematician Marcus Miller, joined him. Their improvising was exactly as great as you'd imagine. Crazier still? Everyone acted like it was no big deal. To me, it was a penthouse scene in a Noel Coward play; to them, it was a Monday.

The next morning, I opened my phone to reexperience my favorite moment of the evening. We are all still eating dinner. Jon has called up a song on his phone from the gospel artist JJ Hairston's Not Holding Back, one of two featuring Pastor David Wilford. Jon is not just luxuriating in it; he's doing that thing, that Aeolian-harp thing, where he lets the music ripple through him, practically becoming it. He's involved in some dialogue with Marcus about it too, one that's primarily gestural, marveling at all the choices Hairston and Wilford made, chuckling at them, nodding, pointing, and exuberantly mugging: Jon fans himself as if he's an overheated lady at church; he mock-plays along on an imaginary piano; he stomps his foot; he jumps and hops; he opens his eyes wide and punctuates every few bars with "Ohhhhh!"

"We gotta start it back from the beginning!" Jon cries, holding his hand up. And he replays the song.

"OHHHH!" Jon whoops.

You're gonna live ...
 You're gonna live ...
 You're gonna live ...
 You're gonna live ...
 You're gonna live ...
 to see it happen.


(Jon fans himself.)

You're gonna live ... to seeeeeeeeee it happen.
 I said live live live live live!


(Jubilant piano riff here, which Jon pantomimes with a flourish.)

Live live live live live!

Jon is now singing to everyone at the table, pointing at us, serenading us with: "You're gonna live ... to seeeeeeeeee it happen."

"I don't know what you're going through," Pastor Wilford sings.

"But whatever it is--" Marcus's fiancee says, spontaneously.

"--I'm gonna live," Suleika replies.

Only then did I notice the lyrics.

I'd heard them at the time, but they hadn't really registered.

She's going to live: a prediction, a command, a dearly held wish.


Suleika in her Brooklyn studio, with some recent works in progress (Heather Sten for The Atlantic)



A chilly Monday morning in Brooklyn this past October. I meet Suleika at her brownstone at 7 a.m. Her left eyelid has been drooping for months, and her doctors want an MRI of her brain to rule out anything ominous. As we head off to the brand-new Brooklyn arm of Memorial Sloan Kettering, she pulls on a giant overcoat with a Basquiat design. "My hospital jacket," she explains. She especially loved wearing it after her hair and eyebrows had fallen out. "Instead of looking at me, people would look at my coat."

Our Uber pulls up in front of Sloan Kettering, and I sit in the waiting room. After about 45 minutes, Suleika emerges. I ask how it went. The usual clanging and banging, she says. "The story I told myself this morning is that I was in an avant-garde nightclub, and the band playing was called the Woodpecker Collective."

Suleika's cancer started, as she wrote in Between Two Kingdoms, with an itch. It was a tenacious itch, one that originated on the tops of her feet and gradually coiled up her legs. Then came the naps. Naps begetting naps begetting more naps. But this was 2010, Suleika's senior year at Princeton, and everyone was tired their senior year, right? She powered her way through with energy drinks, Adderall, and the occasional line of coke.

That fall, Suleika got a tiny furnished apartment in Paris, went to work as a paralegal, and was soon joined by her then-boyfriend. For a few months, life was grand. But she was still tired, so tired, and she kept getting infections that drove her to the local health clinic. On the day she finally dragged herself to the American Hospital of Paris, she fainted on the sidewalk. The doctors tested her for everything "from HIV to lupus to cat scratch fever," she wrote. But never leukemia.

Suleika stayed in the American Hospital of Paris for a week, buoyed by fresh croissants and steroids. But shortly after being discharged, she was back, her mouth covered in sores, her complexion "blue-gray, like dead meat." The doctor told her that if her red-blood-cell count got any lower, she wouldn't be allowed to board an airplane. She flew home. Two weeks later, she received her diagnosis.

In 2021, when she feared she had relapsed, Suleika's medical team didn't recommend doing a bone-marrow biopsy, even though her blood counts had been dropping for two straight years and she'd been feeling depleted. There were plausible explanations, of course: She'd had Lyme disease and a host of infections; she was, as always, working without cease. But ultimately, Suleika had to demand a biopsy, and she likely wouldn't have gone through with it if her friend, the writer Elizabeth Gilbert, hadn't cleared her schedule to accompany her.

"I get there, and they're like, 'We don't have to do this. We're just doing this to ease your anxiety,' " Suleika tells me. "And I felt so embarrassed, like I was being melodramatic." Women: so high-strung, so fluttery.

Suleika could go on about the tar pit of biases that lurks beneath her medical encounters. At 22, for instance, she wasn't told by a single doctor that her treatments would likely leave her infertile; she found out on the internet (and quickly harvested her eggs). Nor did she know that her leukemia protocols would shunt her into menopause; her fellow female patients had to tell her. And certainly no one told her that she had multiple options for mitigating her pain; she had to learn about that from her younger friends in the pediatrics ward.

"Why can't we apply the same principles that we do in pediatrics to adult care?" she asks me. "Small things, like putting on numbing gel for accessing ports." Or big things, like biopsies. They're positively medieval procedures, with a long, wide needle boring deep into the core of your pelvis. Kids get them under sedation. Adults typically receive only a local anesthetic. During her 2021 biopsy, it took the doctor four tries to get what she needed. Suleika bit down so hard on her hand that it bled.

"It was the grisliest thing I've ever seen," Gilbert told me. "It was like a paper punch going through bone."

Now, for her biopsies, Suleika asks to be knocked out.

It is tempting to look at Suleika's illness as an origin story, the thing that forced her to live an exceptional life. But another way to think about it is that Suleika is an exceptional person to whom illness happened. Speak with her friends, and you get the sense that she has always lived her life like the rest of us, but in a much larger font.

When Suleika falls in love, she falls ferociously in love; with female friends, she's the queen of the grown-up sleepover and intimate discussion. Her intensity revealed itself early. In fourth grade, she started the double bass, and by the time she was 14, she was practicing five hours a day. In 11th grade, she was rising at 4 a.m. each Saturday to commute to Juilliard from her home in upstate New York. At Princeton, she also played in the orchestra, but almost no one knew about it, because her life already looked so full. Lizzie Presser, her closest friend, remembers being at a costume party when Suleika abruptly turned to her and said, "Shit, I'm late."

Late?

She had to be onstage with the Princeton University Orchestra in a matter of minutes.

"She never talked about playing," Presser told me. But they left the party, and Presser went to the balcony of the main campus auditorium. "The curtain comes up, and there's Suleika in the center, in a white flapper dress that barely covered her thighs, and she's in the role of principal bass--flanked by men in tuxes! Surrounded by them like a flock of birds."

After Suleika was finally diagnosed with cancer, roughly a year after graduation, she got very, very sick, and to make her better, her doctors had to make her sicker, poisoning her with what they hoped would be enough chemotherapy to drive her leukemic blasts below 5 percent, a requirement for receiving a bone-marrow transplant. The process took nearly a year.

Among Suleika's painting obsessions is the Turritopsis dohrnii, a jellyfish considered to be effectively immortal. It is a creature that reincarnates itself in response to injury.

For a few months, she stared bleakly at the television, watching episodes of Grey's Anatomy. She tried reading cancer memoirs, but most of them disgusted her, with their tyrannical emphasis on grit and story arcs ending in triumph. "At that point, I was going into bone-marrow failure," she says. "I frankly didn't think I was going to make it to transplant. So reading those stories sort of felt like a middle finger."

Yet she always kept a journal. Eventually, that journal became a blog, and one of her blog entries became a story in HuffPost and earned her a call from an editor at The New York Times. Sensing that her time was now limited, Suleika found herself asking, at 23, if she could have her own weekly column about what it was like to be a young person with cancer--oh, and could it have an accompanying video component too?

The series would win her an Emmy.

Suleika's column became a phenomenon, speaking to a far greater range of people than she ever imagined. She heard from a senator's wife who was struggling with fertility issues, a high-school teacher in California who'd lost a son, a prisoner in Texas who was trapped on death row. Everyone seemed to have a shame-and-pain part of themselves, or an unreconciled sadness, a private perdition.

In April 2012, she underwent a bone-marrow transplant, and a few months later, her doctors told her it seemed to be working, but cautioned that it would be many months more before they knew for certain. She spent the next two years mainlining a toxic slurry of maintenance chemo, which left her feeling wretched, exhausted, seasick. When the treatments were finished, she realized that she no longer had any idea how to live among the well. So she cooked up an ambitious project for herself, deciding that she and her dog would make a 15,000-mile, 33-state loop around America, with the aim of visiting many of the correspondents who'd moved or inspired her.

It should be noted at this point that Suleika did not yet have a driver's license.

That trip became the second half of her memoir, which became one of the best modern chronicles of cancer and its aftermath, a broad-spectrum rendering of illness's many physical and psychological hues. (Especially the fury. God, how I loved the parts about the fury.) In a review on Instagram, the author Ann Patchett went so far as to say that she might not have had to write Truth & Beauty, her stunning book about her friend Lucy Grealy, had Suleika's book already existed.


Jon and Suleika at an artists' residency in 2018. They first met as teenagers at band camp, then reconnected years later. (Lise-Anne Marsal / Trunk Archive)



In the years since, Suleika has continued to write, both essays and reportage. (An article she did for The New York Times Magazine about prison hospice was especially good.) She made dogged but unsuccessful efforts to get her Texas prison correspondent off death row. And she has built a variety of communities, both virtual and embodied.

She originally purchased her home in the Delaware River Valley, for example, to be among an enclave of artists and writers who had already settled there, but she has also since befriended the locals, including her neighbor Jody, a building-trades guy with four missing fingers (childhood accident) and a business card that says I'm 60. I know shit. Call me. In Brooklyn, Suleika lives within a couple blocks of Lizzie Presser, but she also socializes with Presser's mother, sometimes independently, and she's become so close to the couple next door that she now plans to build a walkway between her back terrace and theirs.

And Suleika has magicked an entire community into existence with The Isolation Journals, a virtual salon designed to help readers access their own creativity when the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune have punctured their lives. Hatched during the third week of the pandemic (Suleika reckoned she knew a thing or two about the unnatural rationing of human contact), the newsletter offers writing prompts, video discussions with artists about the creative process, and reflections on how to focus on the good while acknowledging the terrible.

Suleika discovered that she'd tapped into a deep human need. Her Substack now has more than 160,000 subscribers. When she informed them in December 2021 that her cancer had returned, she received hundreds of care packages and old-fashioned letters in the first week alone.

During her relapse, Suleika startled everyone with yet another reinvention, declaring, after completing her first watercolor, that she was going to be a painter. "It seemed," her friend Carmen Radley told me, "like it came out of nowhere."

But it both did and didn't. Suleika tends to live in generative mode; that's her reflex. Part of the reason she took up painting was because she was on such a potent drip of psychoactive medication to subdue her pain that it blurred her vision too much to write. (A combination of ketamine and fentanyl. At one point, she hallucinated a menacing French child named George.) Her paintings from Sloan Kettering have a visceral, fantastical quality, usually featuring some colorful mix of animals and her ravaged body threaded with tubes. She likes how wild and imprecise watercolor is, how improvisational, so different from the careful calibration of writing. It's an adventure in "happy accidents."

In the late fall, during an event at Princeton, she was asked by an audience member what advice she'd give to someone who was hesitant to mine their emotional reserves to create something.

"Give yourself permission to be a bad artist," she said.

I'm back at Suleika's house in the Delaware River Valley. She greets me at the door and shows me into the kitchen, where on the counter I see a rainbow box of pills. Inside is a monster's miscellany of antivirals and antiemetics, antibiotics and immunosuppressants--and she's not even doing chemotherapy, in defiance of her doctors' wishes. This is the minimum that a transplant patient like Suleika requires.

Suleika and I start chatting on her couch in the living room. At some point, Jon, who's been fussing in his music studio, pads into the room carrying three books, one so corpulent, it looks like it might bust its own spine. It's David J. Garrow's 1,472-page volume about Barack Obama.

"What do you think?" he asks me.

I tell him I haven't read it and therefore cannot offer an opinion.

He gives a sly smile. "Oh yes, you can."

What to make of Jon? At first, he terrifies me. He plays 12 instruments, the bulk of which he taught himself. He's a man of unflagging Christian faith, pure and indivisible: You sense that he's living for a higher and more serious purpose, faithfully reading scripture, never indulging in caffeine or drugs or alcohol. But most striking is his magpie creativity, his hungry and wayfaring brain. For a while, I worried I was boring him.

Beyond that, Jon is often hard to read, and he's a person who tests a writer's descriptive powers. What you really long for when you're near him is the accompaniment of sound effects, audiotape, videotape; without them, it's almost impossible to give the full measure of the man. He talks to you slightly sideways, his body angled away from you at 45 degrees. When he's energized, he doesn't jump so much as boing. He's a mesmerizing combination of gnomic insights and probing questions, of silences and sudden joyous yowls ("Yeaaaaaaaahhhhhh," "Woooooooo," etc.).

Read: Jon Batiste on the powerful tune that drives "The Battle Hymn of the Republic"

Suleika mentions that Jon spent forever lugging around a box set of Stephen Sondheim lyrics. I ask if he knew Sondheim. Turns out that he not only knew him, but also corresponded with him until he died--and did a special arrangement of two pieces from Assassins for him for his birthday.

"Is there a recording of it somewhere?" I ask.

"Yeah."

"Where?"

"On my phone!" Sure. Because we all keep private birthday gifts to Stephen Sondheim on our phone. "You want to hear it?"

Not long after that, I become relaxed around Jon. The turning point arrives when Suleika briefly steps outside with their dogs. I confess that in the face of other people's suffering, I sometimes become a stammering stumblebum. How does he always seem to know the right thing to say to Suleika?

"It's like music, to say the right thing," he says. Then a long pause, even by Jon standards. "It requires"--another pause--"being attuned to the moment. And the person. And yourself all at once." A third pause. "It's really less about the right or wrong thing to say--or to play. Because people feel what you're saying more than hear what you're saying."

His phone rings. He goes outside to take the call.

In that moment, it dawned on me: Jon and Suleika are both emotional seismographs, keenly aware of other people's sensitivities and vulnerabilities. They're just outfitted with different drums.

"That's a common misconception about Jon--that he's in his own world, that he's lost in the music in his mind," Suleika says. "But Jon sees, notices, everything. Everything. He can sense when I'm anxious even when I don't realize I'm anxious."

And honestly, I should have known this before, based on Matthew Heineman's American Symphony. It's a beautiful film, following a co-occurring high and low in the couple's life in 2022, with Jon reaching the pinnacle of his career--nominated for 11 Grammy awards, hard at work on an original piece of music to be performed at Carnegie Hall--at just the same moment that Suleika is vividly relapsing. You see Jon tenderly shaving Suleika's head; you see the two of them playing a version of Simon Says, with him mirroring her every movement as she makes her way down a hospital hallway, yoked to an IV pole.

He takes the "in sickness and in health" part of his job extremely seriously. Jon proposed 24 hours after Suleika discovered that she'd relapsed.

But when Suleika is well, she's the one who makes Jon's life possible. Until he began dating Suleika, Jon lived like a nomad, touring with his band around Europe and the U.S., usually in a rented van, and staying in run-down hotels. His apartment was a dragon's nest of, in Jon's words, "papers, music, manuscripts, gifts, awards, clothes, pawn-shop instruments, laptops." The first time Suleika spent the night, a spider bit her on the eye.

Whereas Suleika has an abiding urge to nest, having lived on three continents with her Swiss mother and Tunisian father by the time she was 12 years old. (And she always lived modestly--her mother came from a tiny village and her father's parents could not read or write.) Her focus on home and friendship has provided Jon a bulwark against the devouring demands of fame. If it weren't for Suleika, it's also possible that he'd work until he expired. He has the nocturnal rhythms of a bat.

Jon wanders back inside again. The call has clearly keyed him up. He beelines for the couch and climbs on top of Suleika, planting himself face down in her lap. "Mmmmmmmm," he moans. "I'm an overstimulated introvert."

"I think one of my roles in Jon's life is to soothe his nervous system."

If you hadn't met Suleika, I ask, what would your life look like?

"I don't know," he says. He thinks. "I'd be going too fast for the machine."

So she's a brake pedal?

"More elegant than that. A brake pedal ? No."

Sorry, I say. I can't do machine metaphors.

"She's the software that calibrates the machine," he explains, his face still buried in her lap.

Whenever Suleika is at her lowest, she always manages, somehow, to make her most creative leaps. During her last transplant, even when she was at her most despairing, even when she was as close to death as she thinks she's ever come--her throat too scorched to speak, her body simmering with three different infections--she summoned the strength to prop herself up and paint at 2 a.m., when she was seized by an image of a marionette being borne away by birds. She kept paper and watercolors right next to her bed.

But me? Even with a far more benign illness, I do no such thing. I have not taken up knitting, or making collages, or writing fiction or doing macrame or conjuring an online haven for long-haulers. Instead, I'm just sad and stuck. How, I ask her one day, has she managed to make such a productive life for herself, in spite of all the shit? It requires so much energy.

"It takes a lot more energy to do battle with demons," she points out. Meaning one's own depression.

Yes, I say, but that's a rational answer. Demons aren't rational. Some of us feel like we're made of those demons. I would currently say I am 86 percent demons.

"I think I had to get to a place where my sense of despair--and boredom, honestly--was so great, I had to do something," she says. "That sent me on this research project about all the different bedridden artists and writers and musicians throughout history who'd figured out creative work-arounds." Like Frida Kahlo. "Her mom gifted her a sort of lap easel and attached a mirror to the canopy of her bed." Or Henri Matisse, she adds, who, when he was old and infirm, affixed a bit of charcoal to the end of a long stick and drew studies for the Chapel of the Rosary on the walls of his apartment, all while lying in bed.

But Suleika recognizes she's had many years of practice when it comes to living horizontally. "I can also understand," she tells me, "as I'm saying all this, if your response is a bit like, Fuck you. Nothing about this feels good or will ever feel good or can ever be useful. I've been in that place too."

Like binge-watching Grey's Anatomy, for instance. Which is about where I'm at, I tell her.

"I sometimes worry that I've become the kind of person who makes people who are not 'suffering well' feel like shit," she confesses.

Suleika makes her living in the first person, actively writing about her life and pressing "Send" each week. But at some point, I begin to wonder whether there's another Suleika, a more private Suleika, tucked inside the public one. Her readers now expect her to be a certain kind of inspirational person. Does she even have the freedom to maneuver through the world without being that woman?

It took time for me to realize that Suleika is sometimes selective about what she shares.

Here is one part that we do not always see, for instance: how much she suffers. Those high-gigawatt drugs she takes can have brutal side effects, and she's routinely subjected to torturous procedures.

"Suleika is who she is on the page," Elizabeth Gilbert said. "But that identity is flanked by two characteristics that I'm not sure anyone understands the extent of." One is that she's got a punk, rebellious streak. But the other "is how fucking tough she is," Gilbert said. "How fucking stoic. She's a Marine." After that excruciating biopsy, she and Suleika went out to dinner. "If that had been me, you wouldn't have seen me for a week."

Some discomfort is so routine for Suleika that she never bothers to discuss it. In January, shortly after she appeared on the Today show with Jon to promote American Symphony, I told her she did great.

"I projectile-vomited in broad daylight in the streets of New York City afterwards," she replies, with startling matter-of-factness. "Right before my next thing on Park Avenue."

She ... what? I try to imagine Suleika, made up for television and in a blazer of elegant blue velvet, vomiting on the Upper East Side.

"I have vomited in public more times than I can count," she says. "I'm always trying to find a private spot between two parked cars or behind a tree. Often I don't get there."

So: Chronic nausea barely rates a mention in her work. Also underdiscussed: Suleika is always and forever tired. But how many times can you write that you are always and forever tired? Yet she is, with only a few good hours a day, usually. Nor does Suleika dwell on the fact that she's a regular stewpot of respiratory infections. She's been sick all winter with one thing or another.

"Every dinner since you've been to my house," she says, "I've left either halfway through or shortly after while everyone's hanging out and having fun. I go straight to bed and I don't say a word. I call it my 'Tunisian exit.' "

Her relentless fatigue and nausea and infections have an ancillary consequence: anxiety about making plans. "Like, will I be well enough?" she explains. "Should I just cancel now so that I don't mess up anybody else's schedule? Or will I feel well that day and regret that I canceled? I have that conversation with myself about every single preplanned social activity or work commitment."

On December 24, Suleika's Isolation Journals newsletter talked about her first experience hosting Christmas, for which her mother, father, and brother flew in from Tunis. She described the "obnoxiously" large tree she purchased, the two-hour meeting her family had about their dinner feast, the old-school paper snowflakes her mom pasted to the windows.

What she didn't write about was how she felt, which was terrible, or how many holiday plans with her family came undone. "Since pretty much mid-December, I've barely been able to function," she tells me. "I spent all of Christmas in bed. We were going to go ice-skating. We were going to go Christmas shopping in the city. We were going to do all the things, and I didn't do a single one."

Suleika often writes about trying "to hold the beauty and cruelty of life in the same palm." But one wonders if writing so publicly and so frequently--if being an inspiration to so many--makes her feel some unconscious obligation to focus more on the former. When Between Two Kingdoms came out in February 2021, Suleika already suspected something was amiss. Her blood counts were dropping, she was always tired, and she had blistering migraines. But she was so elated that her memoir was finally out there in the world that the joy energized her. On her publicity tour, she told interviewers that yes, she was cured.

"I would hear all the time from people with similar illnesses," Suleika says. "People who'd write to me and say, 'You give me hope that this can be my life too, 10 years out.' " When her doctors finally confirmed she'd relapsed, in the fall of 2021, it spooked her so much that she didn't share the news in The Isolation Journals for three weeks. "I felt awful," she says. "The very particular weirdness of having a public platform related not just to illness but to survival ..." She trails off.

"Because Suleika has the exuberance that she has, the force of will that she has, I sometimes forget that she has gone through what she's gone through," her friend Carmen Radley said. "Superhuman people aren't afraid of getting sick again, are they? But I think she was terrified of it."

That's really the thing her readers don't always see: the fear.

There's a reason that liminal places are often depicted as more hellish than hell. They're the time between biopsy and results. Which in some larger sense is every day if you're Suleika.

And it's not because Suleika is dishonest. It's because she is, as Gilbert says, so fucking stoic. It's because her quotidian nausea is relative to the pain of, let's say, vomiting up the entire lining of her esophagus, which she has done more than once. It's because she doesn't want to cause a fuss over every upset when there may come a day when she needs the cavalry to come charging in at full gallop. It's because she doesn't want her relationship with Jon to be defined as that of a patient and caregiver. "I don't want people to view me first and foremost as a sick person," she says.

But fear is what she is now experiencing, during our phone conversation in January: the prospect of a second relapse and a third transplant. Why is she getting so many respiratory infections? Why is she always so tired? Why, when she went back on Adderall recently (common for post-transplant patients, to boost their energy), did it do absolutely nothing? "I'm like, Did I get some dud pills?  "

She has not written about this anxiety. "To say it out loud," she says, "is to make it real."

She is bracing herself for another biopsy next week. If the cancer has returned, her brother remains her only donor option. The bone-marrow registry tilts very heavily toward white people, because the bulk of the donors are white--a problem so personally relevant and galling to Suleika that she's become involved with an organization called NMDP, formerly called Be the Match, to encourage more people to donate.

Ever since her second transplant, in 2022, Suleika has had night terrors. Once, while fast asleep, she hit Jon with a closed fist. "And then I did it again the next night," she says. "I was so scared of doing it again, I wanted to sleep in the guest room, and Jon said, 'No, we have to sleep in the same bed.' " For six weeks, she saw a sleep therapist.

Suleika both writes and talks, with surprising clarity, about the philosophical problem of living with uncertainty. But there's a reason that liminal places are often depicted as more hellish than hell. The betwixt and between is where the tortured ghost of Hamlet's father rattles around, boiling with rage and sorrow. It's where Hamlet himself dwells--trapped between childhood and adulthood, uncertain whether he wants to live or die.

It's the time between biopsy and results. Which in some larger sense is every day if you're Suleika--not knowing, with the recurring specter of acute myeloid leukemia, if you have months left on this planet or 50 years.

"I do feel like I'm living my own double life sometimes," Suleika says, "in terms of how I'm feeling and what I'm sharing and showing--not just to the world, but even to the people closest to me. And to myself."

Jon is playing a concert at Carnegie Hall in the run-up to his 2022 appearance at the Grammys. He's seated at the piano.

"I want to dedicate this last one to Suleika," he tells the audience.

Then there's silence. And more silence. And more and more silence. Jon is staring intently at the keys. This is perhaps the most spellbinding moment in American Symphony. The camera becomes so uncomfortable with Jon's stillness that it pans slowly down to Jon's fingers, still lingering on those keys, and then slowly back up to his face.

The live audience, even the viewing audience, doesn't know it, but Suleika's hospital bracelet is in his pocket.


World Music Radio, Jon's 2023 record, rests on the piano in Suleika and Jon's Brooklyn home. (Heather Sten for The Atlantic)



He finally begins to play. Tunefully and deliberately at first, but soon frenetically and repetitively, and then dissonantly and angrily, a blur of hydraulics, until out of this chaos emerges something utterly freaking majestic.

I later ask Jon what was running through his head in that long moment of quiet.

"Mmmmmmm," he says. "Don't force life."

"I understood you to be in prayer," Suleika says.

"That's what it is," he says, looking appreciatively at her. "Psalm 46: 'Be still and know I am God.' The most natural state is in a state of prayer. Stillness. Knowing. Connected to the love. And then you can send it to the person."

He turns back to me. "That whole concert--the concept was to sit at the piano for two hours straight with no music and no preparation," he says. "It was called 'Streams,' like stream of consciousness. The divine stream, where all things creative come from. You can always dip into it if you have access to that."

Suleika's. Latest. Biopsy. Is. Negative! When we speak on the phone again in late January, I can hear her relief.

But I still hear anxiety, even fear. As if she'd received dreadful news. In fact, she had.

Just before her biopsy, two of her young friends with acute myeloid leukemia had relapsed. One is in her mid-30s and has two young children. The other had been doing great, jetting off to weddings and resuming her day job. Then, one week after receiving perfect labs, she went into cardiac arrest. Her doctors told her she was likely out of options.

The day before her biopsy, Suleika and her father went to visit this friend in the hospital. "It was just heartbreaking," she says, "and, selfishly, terrifying." The experience was like staring at a green-gray hologram of the potential future. When she saw her own nurse, she asked for one, just one, reassuring anecdote. "And she was like, 'Well, we have one guy who just had a second bone-marrow transplant, and he's doing great.' And I was like, 'That's not helpful to me. I want stories of people who are 20 years out and thriving.' "

Suleika's case is practically without analogy. Her team likes to call her "a medical unicorn": Almost no one relapses as far into remission as Suleika did.

"When you have a recurrence, the tenor shifts," Suleika says. "People are no longer saying, 'You're going to beat this; everything's going to be okay.' "

Seeing her friend reminded Suleika, for the umpteenth time, that the membrane between health and illness is thin. And Suleika had just enough reason to remain nervous about her present state. Her "chimerism"--the percentage of her brother's donor cells versus her own--had recently slipped down to 99 percent. The doctors had assured her that small fluctuations were normal. But she wasn't going to exhale, clearly, until she learned she wasn't continuing her descent. "I've gone from being in a mode of recovering from this most recent transplant and trying to get my life together," she says, "to shifting into a place of being afraid of relapse."

I wonder whether forgoing maintenance chemo this time around has also compounded her anxiety. After her second transplant, Suleika's doctors urged her to continue it in perpetuity. She lasted less than a year. There was no life in her life, just intolerable nausea and listlessness. On one of the rare evenings that she rallied to leave her home--a state dinner at the White House in December 2022; Jon was performing--she felt queasy throughout, terrified that at any moment she'd throw up in front of the Bidens. She decided to stop chemo.

But Suleika says she has no regrets about having stopped, given that she was never especially convinced that chemo would even extend her life. Rather, what frightens her is that remission is a fragile state--something she learned firsthand in 2021. "I have a ticking clock in the back of my head," she says. "Now I'm thinking I'll be lucky if I get to five years before relapse."

So here we are, back where we started: How does one live with an everyday, every-hour awareness of how much healthy time might remain--perhaps all the time that might remain--as a very specific math equation? How does this translate into creative habits, a modus vivendi, a philosophy of life?

Read: What to read when you need to start over

"For me," Suleika says, "it means building a world in my home right now. It means gathering the people I love most and spending as much time as I can with them. It means bringing home foster dogs every month, practically, even though nothing about that makes sense for our lives right now." During her spells of insomnia, when the cancer goblins are rapping at her consciousness, Suleika scours Petfinder.com for underloved runts. "It means drilling into projects I'm most excited about," she continues, "but it also means creating unstructured time for reading and exploring and painting."

She's doing, as she likes to say, "all the things." Or as Anthony Burgess wrote in Little Wilson and Big God: "Wedged as we are between two eternities of idleness, there is no excuse for being idle now."

A few months earlier, while we were lying on the couch in her Brooklyn brownstone, I had screwed up the courage to ask Suleika how often she thinks about her own mortality.

"I think about it," she told me. "I'm not afraid of death. I've now witnessed enough people die and been with them in those moments."

How about Jon?

"Jon is deeply afraid of death."

His or yours?

"Everyone's. But very afraid of his own death."

Has he talked with you about how he'd do--or what he'd do--if you weren't there?

"He won't talk about that with me."

Do you want him to?

"No. Because I don't think he can. It's too painful for him."

He is carrying a lot. And he's more vulnerable, more sensitive, than his iridescent shell would suggest.

"I know Jon is not my child," she said. "But I also worry about--I was going to say orphaning him, but that's a little too Freudian."

Actually, I said, I think it's pretty common for spouses to fear abandoning each other.

"I think I feel that way in particular about Jon because ..." She spoke carefully, thoughtfully. "I know him so deeply and I know how unknown he is to most."

Yet it is also Jon, powered by his faith and his bottomless drive, who helps keep Suleika moving toward that future he's determined to have.

"Daydreaming can feel really dangerous when you don't know if you're going to exist in the future," she told me. "It becomes an act of willful defiance. So I force myself to have a five-year plan."

And part of that plan, she now informs me, isn't just completing two books, but a very different sort of birth.

She and Jon would like to take concrete steps toward having a child in the near future.

In spite of the uncertainty.

In spite of what Suleika calls her "survival math."

"Jon is really helpful to me here," she says. "It's the same logic he applied to getting married the night before the bone-marrow transplant, which is: We had a plan, and we are not going to let this get in the way of our plan. This is how Jon operates in his life in general. He dreams as big as he can dream and lets nothing hold him back until he's done absolutely everything in his power."

Suleika has written about how she doesn't want to have a baby only to abandon the child. She still has those concerns.

"But I've talked about it with the Miles family." She's referring to dear friends with three kids of their own. "I've talked about it with Lizzie G. and Lizzie P." Meaning Gilbert, Presser. "And they were like, If that were to happen, your kid will be surrounded by so much love." From Jon above all, but also from them, from many others. "What Jon has ultimately said to me," she says, "is that the most important thing is for a child to know how deeply loved they are. And whatever future child we have--whether it's biologically our own or adopted or we become foster parents or just really doting aunties and uncles to the other people's kids--there are many ways to do this."

Two days after we speak, I get a text from Suleika: "Some good news just rolled in!!! Back to 100, baby." Her chimerism is no longer at 99 percent. With this news, her mood improves; the familiar buoyancy returns.

Yet even before she knew this, Suleika was forging ahead, refusing to let her past define her future. How many of us can do that? The past is the ragged territory from which we take our cues, make our most basic assumptions. But planning for a child: That is a rejection of a life interrupted. That's an insistence on continuity.

Continuity is the implicit subject in one of her most striking paintings. It's a colorful oceanscape of jellyfish, a life form that fascinates Suleika, particularly the Turritopsis dohrnii, considered in some sense to be immortal. Whenever it's injured, it reverts back into a polyp, eventually releasing tiny jellyfish genetically identical to its previous adult self. It's a creature that reincarnates, continues on, in response to--and in spite of--mortal threat.

Children and art: the two most meaningful things, Stephen Sondheim famously wrote, we mortals can leave behind. Suleika's life's emphasis, always, has been on the act of creation--and communicating to others how essential it is to who we are. Children and art, children or art, the courage to create: Those will be her legacy, no matter what.



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "The Art of Survival."
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What Alice Munro Has Left Us

A reflection on the death at 92 of the Nobel Prize-winning master of the short story

by Lorrie Moore




Because of my reverence for Alice Munro's work, I was often asked if I'd ever met her. I felt that I had totally met her in her books and said as much. I never desired to meet her in person, for what I loved would not necessarily be there. The one time I was scheduled actually to meet her--at a reading and ceremony in her honor--she canceled. Stupidly, I was relieved. Because what could one possibly say to this human, Alice Munro, who was also a genius but would probably turn out to resemble a nice, ordinary, once-beautiful-now-forever-middle-aged woman with an Ontario accent (though perhaps also a sparkle in her eyes)? Reality was too full of annoying disguises--one of her many themes. Would she appear to lack something?

Throughout her stories, there is admiration for skills of every sort--piloting an airplane, horseback riding, plucking turkeys--but she did not drive a car. This boggled my mind! Yet it also caused me to think that maybe marriages could be held together this way. The husband would have to drop you off and pick you up so he always knew where you were, even if you didn't always know where he was (or deeply care). Perhaps this was an essentially literary--Munrovian--condition. Also, in the plus column, I could see in her work that she did not admire rich people but also did not sentimentalize the poor, though her sympathies and interests were more deeply located there. The way a hired girl in "Hired Girl" sweeps the floor and then hides the dirt behind the broom propped in the corner was exactly how I swept when young. A metaphor for secrets, but also an actual (poor) way of sweeping. I was always thinking about her in one way or another, so actually meeting her seemed beside the point. I loved her forensic plots and her gothic gruesomeness. In one collection, she has two decapitations. What would be the point of actually meeting her?

Her stories were radically structured--built like avant-garde sculpture. In this way, she completely revolutionized the short story, pulling it away from conventional form altogether. She understood that life was layered, that stretches of time did not neaten themselves out into a convenient linear shape but piled themselves up in layers that were sometimes translucent and contained revisions of thought and opinion, like a palimpsest. These layers seemed to have access to one another. This nonlinear way of course mimics the mind and memory and how life is bewilderingly lived and then recalled. She embraced Chekhov's movement away from the judgmental finish and built on it, supplying similar narrative oxygen to the lives of North American girls and women. Because the story genre is end-oriented--one must stick the landing--she brought this power to her open endings as well, which were sometimes torn from the middle of the story and thrown down like a beating heart on an altar.

One wonders whether she felt that all of her artistic devotion and productivity had been worth it. I hope so. I do not want to pity her; I want only to treasure her. Munro's career seemed to involve an entire life handed over to art, so, from a distance, it is hard to know whether she felt she'd missed out on some other, easier, sweeter life. (Though, I suppose, for a writer there is no other kind of life.) She is one of those women writers who took a rebel's stance toward motherhood and partially (not completely) left their children in order to get the literary work done and be free of conventional and gendered expectations. (Literary men, of course, leave their children all the time.) To turn one's life inside out in order to make short stories for people you've never met is a kind of contortion and sacrifice one cannot stop to measure, or the gift may flee. Such hesitation, I suppose, would be like a magician stopping to feed and then cage the tiresome rabbit, who then will not go back into the hat.

When someone of Munro's stature dies, the world feels a little empty for a while and may never completely get back to its ever-elusive purpose. Still, there remains her great, great work. Even if, like all literature, it wrestled un-victoriously with the meaning of the world, even if, like all interesting characters, hers were not always at their most admirable, her writing kept its eye on the dramas of power in human relations and communities. She explored the upset and consequences of love, hate, desire, devotion, despair, illness, social class, gender--and, most of all, time, its magical uses in art and its sly surprises in life. And so, at the culminating close, there is a still-pounding heart. May she reside in pages forever.
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The Horseshoe Theory of Google Search

New generative-AI features are bringing the company back to basics.

by Matteo Wong




Earlier today, Google presented a new vision for its flagship search engine, one that is uniquely tailored to the generative-AI moment. With advanced technology at its disposal, "Google will do the Googling for you," Liz Reid, the company's head of search, declared onstage at the company's annual software conference.



Googling something rarely yields an immediate, definitive answer. You enter a query, confront a wall of blue links, open a zillion tabs, and wade through them to find the most relevant information. If that doesn't work, you refine the search and start again. Now Google is rolling out "AI overviews" that might compile a map of "anniversary worthy" restaurants in Dallas sorted by ambiance (live music, rooftop patios, and the like), comb recipe websites to create meal plans, structure an introduction to an unfamiliar topic, and so on.



The various other generative-AI features shown today--code-writing tools, a new image-generating model, assistants for Google Workspace and Android phones--were buoyed by the usual claims about how AI will be able to automate or assist you with any task. But laced throughout the announcements seemed to be a veiled admission of generative AI's shortcomings: The technology is great at synthesizing and recontextualizing information. It's not the best at giving definitive answers. Perhaps as a result, the company seems to be hoping that generative AI can turn its search bar into a sort of educational aid--a tool to guide your inquiry rather than fully resolving it on its own.



This mission was made explicit in the company's introduction of LearnLM, a suite of AI models that will be integrated into Google Search, the stand-alone Gemini chatbot, and YouTube. You will soon be able to ask Gemini to make a "Simpler" search overview or "Break It Down" into digestible chunks, and to ask questions in the middle of academic YouTube videos such as recorded lectures. AI tools that can teach any subject, or explain any scientific paper, are also in the works. "Generative AI enables you to have an interactive experience with information that allows you to then imbibe it better," Ben Gomes, the senior vice president of learning and the longtime head of search at Google, told me in an interview yesterday.



The obvious, immediate question that LearnLM, and Google's entire suite of AI products, raises is: Why would anybody trust this technology to reliably plan their wedding anniversary, let alone teach their child? Generative AI is infamous for making things up and then authoritatively asserting them as truth. Google's very first generative-AI demo involved such an error, sending the company's stock cratering by 9 percent. Hallucinate, the term used when an AI model invents things, was Dictionary.com's 2023 word of the year. Last month, the tech columnist Geoffrey Fowler pilloried Google's AI-powered-search experiment as a product that "makes up facts, misinterprets questions, delivers out-of-date information and just generally blathers on." Needless to say, an SAT tutor who occasionally hallucinates that the square root of 16 is five will not be an SAT tutor for long.

Read: The tragedy of Google Search

There are, in fairness, a plethora of techniques that Google and other companies use in an attempt to ground AI outputs in established facts. Google and Bing searches that use AI provide long lists of footnotes and links (although these host their own share of scams and unreliable sources). But the search giant's announcements today, and my interview yesterday, suggest that the company is resolving these problems in part by reframing the role of AI altogether. As Gomes told me, generative AI can serve as a "learning companion," a technology that can "stimulate curiosity" rather than deliver one final answer.



The LearnLM models, Gomes said, are being designed to point people to outside sources, so they can get "information from multiple perspectives" and "verify in multiple places that this is exactly what you want." The LearnLM tools can simplify and help explain concepts in a dialogue, but they are not designed to be arbiters of truth. Rather, Gomes wants the AI to push people toward the educators and creators that already exist on the internet. "That's the best way of building trust," he said.

Read: What to do about the junkification of the internet

This strategy extends to the other AI features Google is bringing to search too. The AI overviews, Gomes told me, "rely heavily on pointing you back to web resources for you to be able to verify that the information is correct." Google's three unique advantages over competing products, Reid said at the conference, are its access to real-time information, advanced ranking algorithms, and Gemini. The majority of Google Search's value, in other words, has nothing to do with generative AI; instead, it comes from the information online that Google can already pull up, and which a chatbot can simply translate into a digestible format. Again and again, the conference returned to Gemini's access to the highest-quality real-time information. That's not omniscience; it's the ability to tap into Google's preexisting index of the web.



That's arguably what generative AI is best designed for. These algorithms are trained to find statistical patterns and predict words in a sentence, not discern fact from falsehood. That makes them potentially great at linking unrelated ideas, simplifying concepts, devising mnemonics, or pointing users to other content on the web. Every AI overview is "complete with a range of perspectives and links to dive deeper," Reid said--that is, a better-formatted and more relevant version of the wall of blue links that Google has served for decades.



Generative AI, then, is in some ways providing a return to what Google Search was before the company infused it with product marketing and snippets and sidebars and Wikipedia extracts--all of which have arguably contributed to the degradation of the product. The AI-powered searches that Google executives described didn't seem like going to an oracle so much as a more pleasant version of Google: pulling together the relevant tabs, pointing you to the most useful links, and perhaps even encouraging you to click on them.



Maybe Gemini can help sort through the keyword-stuffed junk that has afflicted the search engine. Certainly, that is the purpose of the educational AI that Gomes told me about. A chatbot, in this more humble form, will streamline but not upend the work of searching, and in turn learning.
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The Battleground States That Will Shape the Election

New polling shows Biden falling behind Trump in key swing states. What issues matter most to voters there?

by Lora Kelley




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


New polling shows Joe Biden trailing Donald Trump in five out of six key swing states. Voters there say they want change--which presents a challenge for the candidate who won in 2020 on the promise of normalcy.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Biden's weakness with young voters isn't about Gaza.
 	The Real ID deadline will never arrive.
 	The Atlantic's summer reading guide




The Battleground States

Michigan and Nevada are two very different places. As are Pennsylvania and Arizona, Wisconsin and Georgia. Still, these six states share a quality of enormous consequence: They wield massive electoral influence because their voters tend to waffle on their political preferences. In swing states, a suburb here, a county there--totaling perhaps a few hundred thousand votes--may be enough to decide who will become the next president.

Earlier this week, a new set of polls from The New York Times, Siena College, and The Philadelphia Inquirer found that, among registered voters, Donald Trump leads Joe Biden in five swing states (Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, and Pennsylvania), and Biden is ahead only in Wisconsin. In 2020, Biden carried all six of those battleground states, which helped him clinch the election. Though he doesn't need every single one this time--wins in Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin, for example, could help get him to 270 electoral votes--the polling signals some glaring challenges for his campaign in the months to come.

Americans are divided on policy issues--especially when it comes to the economy and Israel's war in Gaza. But abortion is an issue that will resonate across the country at every level of the ballot, my colleague David Graham told me. And it's one area where Democrats clearly "have an edge."

The polling also gestured at a sweeping sense of dissatisfaction among 70 percent of respondents, who said that they want major changes in America's political and economic system, or for it to be torn down entirely. And they don't seem to think that Biden--who promised in 2020 a presidency steeped in normalcy--can bring that. Voters are divided on whether Trump would bring good or bad changes, but an overwhelming majority of them believe that he would indeed shake up (or tear down) our country's political and economic system.

"If the election is a referendum on Biden, he's clearly in trouble," David told me. Here's a look at the swing states and some of the issues that matter most to their voters.

Arizona

Arizona has voted Republican in all but a few presidential elections in recent decades, and its MAGA presence--though diminished in the 2022 midterms--is strong. Biden won the state by just 10,000 votes in 2020, and Trump has used this slim margin of victory to push his disproven claim that the election was stolen. Recent polling shows that the state is leaning heavily toward Trump, and Republicans are banking on people voting red in response to the rising cost of living and immigration. But abortion will be another significant concern; some Arizonans were up in arms last month after the state's supreme court reinstated a Civil War-era law that banned most abortions with no exceptions for rape or incest. The governor has since signed a repeal of the ban--but abortion access will likely remain top of mind for some voters.

Michigan

Biden won Michigan by a smaller margin than expected in 2020, and a new confluence of factors is making his prospects there shaky. Times/Siena polling found that Biden was trending slightly ahead of Trump among likely voters, but trailing behind among registered voters. Voters in the state are worried about inflation and the economy. And as my colleague Ronald Brownstein wrote earlier this month, Biden has been "whipsawed by defections among multiple groups Democrats rely on, including Arab Americans, auto workers, young people, and Black Americans" in Michigan. About 13 percent of voters (some 100,000 people) in the state's February Democratic primary voted "uncommitted" in protest of Biden's handling of Gaza, signaling that Gaza is on the minds of voters in the state, which has the largest percentage of Arab Americans in the country. Adding to the mix is Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who has managed to get on the state ballot and could inject uncertainty into the race and siphon votes from the major candidates.

Georgia

This bedrock of modern suburban conservatism delivered a victory for Biden in 2020, when he became the first Democratic presidential candidate to win the state since Bill Clinton in 1992. The triumph was a surprise in some ways. But it was also the culmination of a years-long crusade championed by Stacey Abrams, a former state representative, to turn the state blue. In 2020, Biden won over a coalition of voters in Georgia that included Black and Hispanic voters, suburban moderates, and young people--and he will need to try to retain their support even as their enthusiasm falters.

In a state with a restrictive six-week abortion ban, more than half of polled voters said that they thought abortion should be mostly or always legal, and issues including the economy and immigration were among their top concerns. Currently, Trump and his associates are also charged in Georgia with conspiring to overturn the results of the 2020 election, though it isn't clear whether their trial will take place before the election is over.

Nevada

A Republican presidential candidate hasn't won Nevada in 20 years, but voters in the state, which has a large Latino population, are favoring Trump in recent polling. Although Biden had managed to garner support in the Sun Belt in 2020, Nevada's economy relies on tourism and hospitality, meaning that issues such as high inflation and unemployment are on voters' minds. The Times/Siena polls found that a large share of registered voters in the state said they trusted Trump to "do a better job" on the economy than Biden. (Though the state is notoriously difficult to survey, in part because many people there are transient and work unusual hours.)

Wisconsin

Trump won this Rust Belt state in 2016--before losing ground in the traditionally conservative areas such as Green Bay and the Milwaukee suburbs that helped deliver a win to Biden in 2020. The economy is a key issue for Wisconsin voters. And abortion may be pivotal, too: Republican lawmakers approved a controversial bill in January that would ban the procedure after 14 weeks, with exceptions for rape and incest. As Ronald noted in The Atlantic, the election of a liberal state-supreme-court judge in last November's closely watched race could signal that broader voter support for legalized abortion "has accelerated the recoil from the Trump-era GOP." That could bode well for Biden, but it will be a tight race: He eked ahead there among polled registered voters in the Times/Siena surveys, though he trailed slightly behind Trump among likely voters.

Pennsylvania

In the 2020 election, Biden's win in his home state pushed him over the 270 mark. Pennsylvania has 19 electoral votes, making it important to capture this time around. On his recent visits, Biden has tried to drill down on kitchen-table issues and burnish his blue-collar, all-American "Scranton Joe" image, my colleague John Hendrickson reported last month. To target working-class voters, Biden is focusing on taxes and attempting to draw a contrast with his opponent, whom he portrays as a friend to the rich. Registered voters in the state said that the economy was a top issue, along with abortion and immigration. It's unclear whether they will coalesce around their hometown politician after going for Trump in 2016 and now showing RFK-curiosity in some areas. Among registered voters, Biden currently trails Trump by a small margin.

Related:

	Biden's Electoral College challenge
 	How every U.S. election became existential (From 2022)




Today's News

	House Speaker Mike Johnson visited Donald Trump's criminal trial in New York and lambasted Trump's former lawyer Michael Cohen, who was on his second day of testimony.
 	Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrived in Kyiv on an unannounced visit to affirm U.S. support for Ukraine and promise more weapons shipments, as Russia ramps up its attacks on Ukraine's northeastern border.
 	A bus carrying farm workers crashed on a Florida highway, killing at least eight people and injuring dozens more, according to officials.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Russell Bull / Star Tribune / Getty.



The Sad Fate of the Sports Parent

By Rich Cohen

A true sports parent dies twice. There's the death that awaits us all at the end of a long or short life, the result of illness, misadventure, fire, falling object, hydroplaning car, or derailing train. But there is also the death that comes in the midst of life, the purgatorial purposelessness that follows the final season on the sidelines or in the bleachers, when your sports kid hangs up their skates, cleats, or spikes after that last game.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Vatican's gamble with Beijing is costing China's Catholics.
 	Asteroids could fuel the clean-energy transition.




Culture Break


The Atlantic



Listen. The trailer for Good on Paper, a new Atlantic podcast (out on June 4) hosted by Jerusalem Demsas, who questions what we really know about the narratives driving public conversation.

Discover. American Bloods: The Untamed Dynasty That Shaped a Nation, by the philosophy professor John Kaag, traces the little-known Blood dynasty and what it reveals about the nation's wild spirit.

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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Jerry Seinfeld's Speech Was the Real News

Why did the media focus less on his words and more on the 30 protesters who didn't hear them?

by Conor Friedersdorf




On Sunday at Duke University, the comedian Jerry Seinfeld delivered a commencement address that was, bizarrely, overshadowed in the media by a tiny, nondisruptive protest.

Seinfeld gave a compliment and a warning to his Gen Z audience.

First came the compliment. "I totally admire the ambitions of your generation to create a more just and inclusive society," he said. "I think it is also wonderful that you care so much about not hurting other people's feelings in the million and one ways we all do that."

Then came the warning. "What I need to tell you as a comedian: Do not lose your sense of humor. You can have no idea at this point in your life how much you are going to need it to get through. Not enough of life makes sense for you to be able to survive it without humor."

Seinfeld went on to defend "the slightly uncomfortable feeling of awkward humor," arguing that it is "not something you need to fix," because even as Gen Z improves the world, it will remain "a pretty insane mess." Humor, he said, is "the most survival-essential quality you will ever have or need to navigate through the human experience."

Tyler Austin Harper: America's colleges are reaping what they sowed

All of that is newsworthy. Seinfeld is a perceptive observer of life and an undeniable expert on comedy. Plus, as he told the graduates, "I am 70. I am done. You are just starting. I only want to help you." If he is convinced that humor is a crucial salve--"the most important thing I am confident that I know about life"--those of us who'll never enjoy his success or wealth had really better keep laughing.

Yet coverage of the commencement treated something just before his speech as more newsworthy: As the Associated Press reported, roughly 30 student protesters walked out of the graduation ceremony as Seinfeld was introduced. They represented a tiny fraction of the 7,000 students present.

Media outlets covered the Duke graduation with headlines like these: "As Seinfeld Receives Honorary Degree at Duke, Students Walk Out in Protest" (The New York Times); "Duke Students Walk Out to Protest Jerry Seinfeld's Commencement Speech in Latest Grad Disruption" (USA Today); "Duke Students Walk Out of Jerry Seinfeld's Commencement Speech Amid Wave of Graduation Antiwar Protests" (NBC News); "Jerry Seinfeld's Speech at Duke Commencement Prompts Walkout Protesting His Support for Israel" (Reuters); "Duke University Students Walk Out on Jerry Seinfeld's Commencement Speech, Chant 'Free Palestine'" (Fox News); "Watch: Anti-Israel Students Walk Out of Duke University Commencement to Protest Jerry Seinfeld" (Breitbart News).

Why was that the focus? The war in Gaza is, of course, more newsworthy than any commencement and has been covered extensively. Many protests about the war are newsworthy, too.

Read: This is helicopter protesting

But the airing of grievances at Duke was not notable for the number of people who participated, or for any insight offered on Gaza, or for even a remote prospect of affecting the conflict. To the credit of the students who walked out, it didn't even disrupt the speech. So it was suspect, I think, to treat the protest as more important than the event that the activists sought to leverage for attention. A protest in and of itself does not confer importance.

Journalists often fail to distinguish between substantively newsworthy protests and mere deployment of the protest mode--a bias that activists have learned to exploit. Social media is optimized to signal-boost conflict more than attempts at distilling wisdom. And too many Americans revel in rather than resist conflicts.

The result at Duke: Coverage of a newsworthy speech was informed, more than any other factor, by the subset of the audience that did not hear it. At least, in the midst of a tragic war abroad and a vexing culture war at home, we can shake our heads and laugh about that absurdity.
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Biden's Weakness With Young Voters Isn't About Gaza

Very few Americans--even young ones--rank the Israel-Hamas war as one of their top voting priorities.

by Rose Horowitch




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


America's young voters are fired up about the war in Gaza--aren't they? Campus protests and the controversies around them have dominated media attention for weeks. So has the possibility that youth anger about the war will cost President Joe Biden the election. "Joe Biden Is Losing Young Voters Over Israel," a USA Today headline declared last month. The New York Times columnist Thomas B. Edsall recently argued that nothing would help Biden more with young voters than negotiating a cease-fire in Gaza.

The available evidence, however, overwhelmingly suggests otherwise. For all the attention they've drawn, the campus protesters are outliers. Biden has a problem with young voters, but it does not appear to be because of Gaza.

This may feel counterintuitive. More than 80 percent of young people disapprove of the way Biden is handling the war, according to a recent CNN survey--the most of any cohort. And poll after poll shows Biden losing support among 20-somethings, the group that helped propel him to victory four years ago. In 2020, Biden won the 18-to-29-year-old vote by 24 percentage points. This time around, some polls suggest that the demographic is a toss-up between him and Donald Trump. If Biden is losing support from young people, and young people overwhelmingly object to his handling of the war in Gaza, a natural conclusion would be that the war is the reason for the lack of support.

Jill Filipovic: Say plainly what the protesters want

But that's a mistake, because there's a big difference between opinions and priorities. People have all kinds of views, sometimes strong ones, on various topics, but only a few issues will determine how they vote. And very few Americans--even young ones--rank the Israel-Hamas war as one of their top political priorities.

"Obviously for some people it is the most important issue, and we need to respect that," John Della Volpe, who directs polling at Harvard's Institute of Politics, told me. "But what we're seeing on college campuses, based upon this data, is not reflective of what the youth voter in general is thinking about."

In the April 2024 edition of the Harvard Youth Poll, which Della Volpe runs, 18-to-29-year-olds rated the Israel-Palestine conflict 15th out of 16 possible priorities. (Student debt came last.) Among self-identified Democrats, it was tied for third from the bottom. In another survey of registered voters in swing states, just 4 percent of 18-to-27-year-olds said the war was the most important issue affecting their vote. Even on college campuses, the epicenter of the protest movement, an Axios/Generation Lab poll found that only 13 percent of students considered "the conflict in the Middle East" to be one of their top-three issues. An April CBS poll found that the young voters who wanted Biden to pressure Israel to stop attacking Gaza would vote for him at about the same rate as those who didn't.

In fact, most young people don't seem to be paying much attention to what's going on beyond America's borders. The 18-to-29-year-old age group is the least likely to say they're following the war, according to a March survey from the Pew Research Center: 14 percent said they were closely tracking updates, while 58 percent said they weren't following news of the conflict at all. "If you take a broader view, people who are in their teens and 20s are the least likely group of Americans to pay attention to politics, period," David Barker, a professor of government at American University, told me. Many seem to be unsure how to feel about the war. "I think that the natural response for anybody, let alone young people, is just to be like, 'Okay, what's the price of milk?'" Barker said.

Granted, if 2016 and 2020 are any guide, the election will likely be so close that any Democratic defections could be said to have determined the results, particularly in the swing states that Biden needs to win. In 2020, young people voted for Biden by a bigger margin than any other age group. "This is going to come down to small numbers of votes in six or seven key states," Robert Lieberman, a political-science professor at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Any change, no matter the size, "could tip the election one way or the other." A New York Times/Siena College swing-state poll out this week found that 13 percent of people who said they voted for Biden in 2020, but don't plan to in 2024, are basing their decision on the war in the Middle East or on foreign policy. That's a sliver of a sliver of the population, far fewer than those who cited the economy or inflation--but any sliver could be the decisive one.

David Frum: The plot to wreck the Democratic convention

Even if people don't vote based on the conflict itself, they might vote based on what it represents. The chaos of an international conflict, and the domestic protests it inspires, could contribute to the impression that Biden is not in control.

Still, with the election six months away, some experts predict that young voters will shift back toward Biden as they start paying closer attention to politics. If that doesn't happen, it will likely be for the same reasons that are depressing his standing with other age groups--above all, the economy. "I ultimately expect that Biden's fate will be determined less by something like this conflict in Gaza and more, frankly, by which direction inflation and unemployment go over the course of the next few months," Barker said.

There's no denying that the Israel-Palestine conflict, along with the related controversies emanating from it, has affected and will continue to affect domestic U.S. politics--and the moral questions posed by the war extend far beyond electoral calculations. But the issue is unlikely to trigger any demographic realignment. When it comes to the issues they care about most, young Americans appear closer to the overall electorate than to the activist groups that claim to represent them.
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Announcing New <em>Atlantic</em> Podcast, <em>Good on Paper </em>With Jerusalem Demsas, Launching June 4

The weekly interview podcast will engage with the important policy questions of the day and question what we actually know about the world.




The Atlantic is continuing its expansion in audio and podcasts with the launch of a new weekly interview podcast, Good on Paper, hosted by Atlantic staff writer Jerusalem Demsas. With Good on Paper, Demsas will explore some of the most important questions of the day, with each episode examining an idea or development that challenges the conventional wisdom in policy or politics. A trailer is out now, with the show launching on Tuesday, June 4, and episodes coming out each Tuesday.
 
 Good on Paper is a policy show that will challenge popular narratives--ideas that are "good on paper" but don't always pan or prove out. The show asks: What if the commonly held beliefs driving our public discourse aren't quite right? What if new evidence on housing or immigration or relationships flies in the face of what we believe? What if the policies we support give us results we don't like? Each week, a different expert will join Demsas to better examine ideas rigorously and honestly, allowing listeners to deepen their understanding of topics and gain a new way of considering an idea and navigating its complexity.
 
 The podcast builds upon Demsas's acclaimed reporting for The Atlantic, which includes stories on housing and homelessness, economics, urban development, and democracy. She has recently written the articles "Why Americans Hate a Good Economy," which offers several explanations as to why Americans report negative assessments of the economy; "Why America Doesn't Build," which explores how even green-energy projects get quashed by local opposition; and "Americans Vote Too Much," about how no one can be a full-time political animal.
 
 Good on Paper joins a growing network of audio journalism at The Atlantic and can be found in a new audio landing page along with all podcasts and narrated articles. The Atlantic's flagship show, Radio Atlantic with host Hanna Rosin, relaunched last spring, and yesterday, the first episode dropped for How to Know What's Real, the sixth season of our social-science franchise, hosted by Megan Garber and Andrea Valdez.
 
 The audio team at The Atlantic announced the recent hiring of Jinae West as a senior producer, who came to The Atlantic from New York magazine and Vox, where she was a founding producer of the pop-culture podcast Into It. Dave Shaw has also joined The Atlantic's podcast team as an editor. Shaw has more than 20 years of experience in editing, newsroom management, and show development, and most recently worked at The New York Times, where he launched new shows and was a supervising editor for The Daily.
 
 The trailer for Good on Paper is now available, and listeners can subscribe here or wherever they get podcasts.
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The Vatican's Gamble With Beijing Is Costing China's Catholics

In trying to hold the Church together, Pope Francis has compromised on religious freedom.

by Francis X. Rocca




Updated at 9:47 a.m. ET on May 14, 2024

No pope has ever set foot in China, but 10 years ago, Francis came the closest. On a flight to South Korea in August 2014, he became the first Vicar of Christ to enter Chinese airspace. Apparently that wasn't enough. "Do I want to go to China?" Francis mused a few days later to those of us journalists accompanying him on his flight back to Rome. "Of course: Tomorrow!"

Francis has been more conciliatory to the People's Republic than any of his predecessors. His approach has brought some stability to the Church in China, but it has also meant accepting restrictions on the religious freedom of Chinese Catholics and undermining the Vatican's credibility as a champion of the oppressed. Francis sees himself as holding the Chinese Church together; he might be helping to stifle it in the process.

That trade-off becomes apparent when comparing the two major groups that make up China's estimated 10 million Catholics. One is the state-controlled Church, overseen by the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association, which has a long history of appointing bishops without the Vatican's approval--a nightmare for popes because it presents the danger of a schism. In 2018, Francis mitigated that threat by negotiating an agreement in which the Chinese government and the Vatican cooperate on the appointment of bishops. The details of the pact, which is up for renewal in the fall, remain secret, but the pope has said it gives him final say. In return, the Vatican promised not to authorize any bishop that Beijing doesn't support.

The agreement came at the expense of China's second group of Catholics: the so-called underground Church, which previously ordained its own bishops with Rome's approval and is now in effect being told by the Vatican to join the state-controlled Church. The underground community rejects President Xi Jinping's campaign of "Sinicization," a program that seeks to reinforce Chinese national identity, in part by demanding that all religious teaching and practice accord with the ideology of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Occasionally that means prohibiting religious worship entirely: Shortly before the Vatican and Beijing signed the deal, new legislation went into effect that led to stricter enforcement of such rules as a ban on minors attending Mass. And sometimes Sinicization means muddling Catholic doctrine with CCP dogma. As one priest in the official Church claimed in 2019, "The Ten Commandments and the core socialist values are the same."

Whether the Chinese Church can remain authentically Catholic in the face of Sinicization is an open question. That Francis came to terms with the government just as the program intensified felt to some underground Catholics like a betrayal, a sign that he might tolerate the continued compromising of their faith. He accommodates Beijing in order to stabilize the Church in China, but Chinese authorities aren't interested in the faith that Francis professes. They've made clear that they want a Church that submits to the state; such a Church might be stable, but would it be Catholic?

John L. Allen Jr.: Why Pope Francis isn't with the West on Ukraine

Safeguarding orthodox Catholicism in China depends on whether Francis and his successors can strike the right balance between cooperation and confrontation. The Vatican must cultivate greater influence in Beijing while also defending the faith--a daunting challenge for even the canniest diplomat.

The past six years make clear that the agreement on bishops has largely been a disappointment. Even some in the Vatican concede that it hasn't lived up to expectations. "We would have liked to see more results," Archbishop Paul Gallagher, the Vatican's equivalent of a foreign minister, told America magazine in 2022. (The Vatican declined to comment for this article.) Only nine bishops have been consecrated under the agreement, and some 40 dioceses still have no leader. In the meantime, Beijing is happy to leave those dioceses under the administration of mere priests, Father Gianni Criveller, the editorial director of the Catholic publication AsiaNews, told me. Because bishops possess greater authority, they are harder for the government to control.

The agreement has yielded three new bishops in the past six months--the first new ones since 2021--but little else suggests much improvement in the relationship between the Vatican and China. Formal diplomatic relations remain a distant prospect, and China has rebuffed the Vatican's proposal for a permanent representative office in Beijing, according to a Vatican official with knowledge of the talks, who described them on the condition of anonymity. The latest "Five-Year Plan for the Sinicization of Catholicism in China," adopted by the government-controlled Church in December, makes no reference to the Vatican or the pope.

Still, the Vatican achieved its primary goal of reducing the risk of schism. "The aim is the unity of the Church," said Cardinal Pietro Parolin, the Vatican secretary of state, defending the agreement in 2020. "All the bishops in China are in communion with the pope. There are no more illegitimate bishops." Unity, in this case, means integrating China's underground clergy into Beijing's state-recognized hierarchy. In other words, Chinese Catholicism will be more and more controlled by the government, an undesirable outcome for Francis but one that he's apparently willing to bear.

Some see that calculation as prudent. Francesco Sisci, a Sinologist and an expert on Vatican-China relations, told me that if the Vatican continued cooperating with the underground Church and holding the CCP at a distance, "you have to wait for the current power to fall, and who knows if the new power will be better than the old? In my opinion, the choice to go underground is much riskier." As Richard Madsen, a professor emeritus of sociology at UC San Diego, put it to me, the agreement on bishops "gives a certain stability to the Church ... so that in the long run it can develop and flourish."

But Catholicism in China certainly doesn't seem to be flourishing now. As Fenggang Yang, a sociology professor at Purdue University, told me, the Vatican's conciliatory approach has demoralized Chinese Catholics. The agreement has put greater pressure on the underground churches to join the official Church, he noted, reducing their freedom to evangelize. The Vatican knew this was coming. In 2023, Archbishop Gallagher said that the deal "was always going to be used by the Chinese party to bring greater pressure on the Catholic community, particularly on the so-called underground Church." Still, he defended the agreement, calling it "what was possible at the time." Not all Chinese Christians are having such difficulty; Yang said that the decentralized evangelical Protestant "house churches" have continued to grow despite repression.

Read: For Xi Jinping, religion is power

History suggests that resistance rather than compromise makes for a vital Church. During the Cold War, the Vatican pursued a policy of accommodation with Communist states in the Soviet bloc, negotiating over the appointment of bishops. But it was in Poland--where the Catholic hierarchy was least cooperative with the authorities, and where an underground Church was strongest--that Catholicism remained most vibrant.

Unlike Poland, China has only a small Catholic minority. But even there, the more uncompromising and persecuted portion of the faithful--the underground Church--has the higher morale, Criveller told me. "Those in the official Church are theoretically freer because they do not have to worship in secret, but in fact all their initiatives must be approved and agreed on with the officials in charge of religious affairs," he said. "They are more easily discouraged." Criveller noted that many Catholics in the state-controlled Church lose respect for bishops and clergy who are seen as "too aligned with government policy." Ceding ground to Beijing might limit oppression, but it can weaken the authority of the Church.

The pope's willingness to negotiate the 2018 agreement reflects two central features of his pontificate: his multipolar view of the world and his preference for dialogue over confrontation. Francis often flouts the geopolitical consensus of the West, questioning its authority and sympathizing with its adversaries--suggesting, for example, that NATO may have provoked the war in Ukraine by "barking at Russia's gate." China's increasing power, which has so alarmed the West, is for Francis all the more reason to engage the country. While calling for the religious freedom of Christians in China and elsewhere, he also seeks closer ties with the governments that persecute them.

These tendencies have become more pronounced since the deal. The Vatican has grown both more conciliatory toward the state-controlled Church and less supportive of the underground Church. In 2019, the Vatican publicly encouraged underground clergy to comply with the CCP's demand to register with civil authorities, even though they would be required to sign a statement endorsing the "independence, autonomy and self-administration" of the Church in China. At least 10 underground bishops have refused, according to the Vatican official; one was arrested earlier this year.

In another sign of acquiescence, Rome begrudgingly accepted the decision by Chinese authorities to transfer a bishop to its Shanghai diocese last year without consulting the pope. The bishop, Joseph Shen Bin, is the head of the Chinese bishops' conference, which the Vatican doesn't recognize, and an avid proponent of Sinicization. As he recently told an interviewer, "We must adhere to patriotism and love for the Church, uphold the principle of independence and self-management of the Church ... and persist in the direction of Sinicization of Catholicism in China. This is the bottom line, no one can violate it, and it is also a high-voltage line, no one should touch it."

Vatican officials have suggested that Sinicization is akin to the Catholic Church's long-standing practice of inculturation--that is, presenting the Church's teachings and practices in the terms of different cultures. But Yang, the Purdue professor, makes a crucial distinction: The goal of Sinicization, he argued in Christianity Today, "is not cultural assimilation but political domestication--to ensure submission to the Chinese Communist party-state."

Shen Bin is forthright about this. In another recent interview, he stressed that Sinicization means not only adapting liturgy and sacred art to traditional Chinese culture, but also interpreting Catholic teaching in accordance with Communist doctrine. Sinicization, he said, "should use the core socialist values as guidance to provide a creative interpretation of theological classics and religious doctrines that aligns with the requirements of contemporary China's development and progress, as well as with China's splendid traditional culture." Shen Bin is scheduled to speak next week at an academic conference at the Vatican, alongside the Vatican secretary of state. By accepting the dominance of the official Church, whose bishops Shen Bin leads, Rome is in practice accepting the supremacy of politics over religion.

Another cost of Francis's overtures has come in the form of his silence about China's human-rights violations. In July 2020, amid China's crackdown on prodemocracy protests in Hong Kong, Francis decided not to deliver prepared remarks calling for "nonviolence, and respect for the dignity and rights of all" in the city, and voicing hope that "social life, and especially religious life, may be expressed in full and true freedom." Vatican diplomats privately expressed puzzlement at the pope's decision.

Francis has drawn particular criticism for his failure to denounce China's treatment of its Uyghur Muslim minority, whom Beijing has forced into reeducation camps to eradicate their religion and culture--a striking omission given the pope's emphasis on promoting dialogue with Islam. The most he's said on the matter came in a book published in 2020, in which he made a brief reference to "the poor Uighurs," including them in a list of "persecuted peoples."

Tahir Hamut Izgil: One by one, my friends were sent to the camps

The Vatican's reluctance to denounce China has also caused tension in its dealings with the United States. In September 2020, then-Secretary of State Mike Pompeo seemed to criticize Pope Francis's relative silence while speaking to an audience in Rome that included the Vatican's foreign minister. After noting the Vatican's unique ability to help protect religious freedom in China, he admonished: "Earthly considerations shouldn't discourage principled stances based on eternal truths." Sisci, the Sinologist, told me that Pompeo's comments only helped Francis in his dealing with the Chinese authorities, reassuring them that the pope was not "an instrument of U.S. policy."

For now, the agreement on bishops is temporary, requiring renewal every two years. This raises the question of what Francis's successor might do. The next pope likely won't have his hands tied; he will be free to join the West in taking a more confrontational--or, as Pompeo would have it, principled--tack with China.

Alternatively, he can wait and see if Francis's approach bears fruit. There's an old saying that applies to the Church and China in equal measure: They think in centuries. The wait could be a while. 
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The Wild Blood Dynasty

What a little-known family reveals about the nation's untamed spirit

by Adam Begley




American Bloods--what a title! Hammering out agreement on the meaning of American is hard enough, but factor in blood--our precious bodily fluid, susceptible to poisoning in the fevered fascist imagination--and a brawl might just be brewing. If you've figured out that Blood is a surname, the subtitle of John Kaag's new book (The Untamed Dynasty That Shaped a Nation) could possibly defuse the situation, but it too is provocative: If the Blood dynasty shaped the nation, why have we never heard of it?

Kaag, a philosophy professor at the University of Massachusetts at Lowell, lives in a house on the banks of the Concord River that was built in 1745 by a colonial named Josiah Blood. A decade later, in that same house, Thaddeus Blood was born. He was at the scene with a musket on April 19, 1775, when the "shot heard round the world" was fired; as an old man, he was interviewed about the experience by Ralph Waldo Emerson. Kaag saw that the Blood clan would offer him a chance to explore big ideas in relation to individual lives, to start close to home and expand outward, weaving together personalities, cultural history, and philosophy in an attempt to ask not just where we came from but where we're going.

He has made a habit of combining philosophy with first-person narratives of a confessional cast. In American Philosophy: A Love Story (2016), he tells us about his first two marriages while communing with his "intellectual heroes," the New England thinkers Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and William James. In Hiking With Nietzsche: On Becoming Who You Are (2018), he treks up and down an alp or two with the German iconoclast. The new project is much more ambitious. Working with a bigger cast on an expansive stage, he's hoping to unlock secrets of Americanness. No wonder the strain shows.

Kaag sets out to trace the nation's growth (and "excruciating growing pains") as refracted through "one of America's first and most expansive pioneer families," whose lineage happens to run straight through his family home. Listed in the index of a privately published genealogy he finds in his house are thousands of Bloods, from Aaron to Zebulon. In addition to Josiah and Thaddeus, Kaag plucks out a handful of others, curious characters born between 1618 and 1838, who found themselves in the thick of roiling history or crossed paths with famous American thinkers.

From the April 2023 issue: Adam Begley on why you should be reading Sebastian Barry

Kaag makes the case that, "unlike many other more visible or iconic American dynasties" (he mentions the Cabots, Lowells, Astors, Roosevelts), the Bloods

consistently, and with remarkable regularity, reveal a particular frontier ethos: their genealogy tracks what Henry David Thoreau called "wildness," an original untamed spirit that would recede in the making of America but never be extinguished entirely. The United States may have been founded on "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness," but it was always shot through with something unbalanced, heedless, undomesticated, fearful.

The making of America meant pushing back the frontier, establishing civilization where before, as the Puritan William Bradford testified, there had been "a hideous and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts & wild men." Kaag asserts that New England colonials drew a clear, unwavering line between the civilized and the wild, but he believes that the Blood dynasty shared a more complicated ethos: Its members "continually explored life and its extremes," absorbing the lesson that "human existence was not cleanly demarcated but unshakably wild."

Hardly alone in wanting, just now, to weigh the risk of mayhem in America, he asks, "What untamed stories lie beneath the skin of our more or less well-functioning society? How persistent is the wildness that once defined our country?" The answers, he warns, won't be tidy, though he can't resist assigning conveniently emblematic roles to his small sample of Zelig-like Bloods.

Naked opportunism guided the first figure in Kaag's book: Thomas Blood, who was not American but is the most notorious individual to bear the name. In 1671, he tried to steal the Crown Jewels from the Tower of London. A rogue as well as a thief, Thomas sets the tone for the American branch of the family, which was started by his nephews, who were among the early New England settlers, arriving sometime in the 1630s. By mid-century, Robert Blood had established a farm on a 3,000-acre tract just north of Concord, then very much the frayed edge of civilization. A "troublesome" man, Robert was a good citizen when it suited him and a renegade when taxes fell due. He nonetheless understood that the best defense against external threats was neighborly cooperation. The wary dance he did with local authority, in Kaag's telling, "presages in miniature the political dynamics" as the colonies began to rebel against the British Crown.

The old favorites Emerson and Thoreau, Transcendentalists who championed American cultural independence and the primacy of the individual soul, take the stage as Kaag fast-forwards roughly a century to focus on Bloods intersecting with homegrown ferment. Robert's great-great-grandson Thaddeus made an enduring impression on Emerson, who admired the rare courage that the veteran of the skirmish at the Old North Bridge had displayed as a young minuteman. Kaag suggests (though certainly doesn't prove) that Emerson's conversation with Thaddeus in 1835 was the catalyst for what he calls Emerson's own "acts of insurrection": two speeches delivered in the next several years, "The American Scholar" and the bombshell "Divinity School Address," in which he renounced all organized religion (and in particular what he elsewhere derided as "corpse-cold Unitarianism").

Heredity cannot plausibly account for the persistence of an ideology or a spirit over a span of centuries.

"The American Scholar" called for a new type of educated American, an active, engaged intellectual boldly embracing the rough-and-tumble of a new nation--what a pleasure to see the 34-year-old Emerson roll up his sleeves and resolve to "run eagerly into this resounding tumult," to take his place "in the ring to suffer and to work"! And yet Kaag's next Blood, Perez, son of Thaddeus, shrank from the tumult. A recluse and an amateur astronomer, Perez spent his time in his woodshed, seated on a swivel chair, peering at the heavens through a telescope. Undeterred, Kaag finds a way to fit him into his exploration of wildness by claiming that Perez had a "lasting and profound" friendship with Thoreau and helped him "define his conception of human freedom." In the first sentence of "Walking" (an essay published in this magazine, posthumously, in 1862), Thoreau associates wildness with "absolute freedom"--as distinct from "a freedom and culture merely civil." According to Kaag, both Perez and Thoreau freed themselves from "the tawdry distractions of modern life," and the eccentric old stargazer inspired Thoreau "to see the inner, noble form of a seemingly common man."

From the June 1862 issue: Henry David Thoreau's "Walking"

The resounding tumult returns with James Clinton Blood, a co-founder and the first mayor of Lawrence, Kansas, and a passing acquaintance of John Brown, whose gory attacks on militant pro-slavery settlers helped give "Bloody Kansas" its name. James had gone west as part of an abolitionist scheme to keep the territory from becoming a slave state, and acted as an agent and a scout, buying up land from Native tribes. He survived the Lawrence Massacre of 1863 (when Confederate guerrillas killed some 150 unarmed men and boys), and in the postwar decades "happily watched the frontier town civilize itself."

James is meant to be representative of the many Bloods who participated in the settlement of the American West and who "came to understand the border as a paradoxical space, where the most vicious of beings could also be the most vulnerable." I don't know whom Kaag is referring to in that last clause or what he means. He's keenly aware that we can't contemplate "the bleeding of Kansas" unless we reckon with the calamitous war fought over the moral abomination of slavery and also the genocidal persecution of the Native population. In earlier chapters, he mentions a few of the enslaved people bought and sold by various 18th-century Bloods, and here he describes the dismal fate of the Plains tribes who were cheated out of their land or driven off or simply exterminated. We never learn, though, whether James's land deals were made in good faith or how other untamed Bloods fared on the new frontier. This seems the wrong moment to fudge: The stories we tell about how, exactly, the Wild West civilized itself color our ideas about who we are as a nation.

American Bloods is not a panoramic intellectual history or even a conjoined narrative. Nor does Kaag substantiate the claim that the Bloods "circulated through each era, an animating force of American history, just below the surface." Don't let the fancy blood metaphor distract you: Heredity cannot plausibly account for the persistence of an ideology or a spirit over a span of centuries. Instead of telling an unbroken story, Kaag has assembled a series of portraits, some more engaging than others, the degree of interest determined by which great men are adjacent to the male Blood in question. At one point, he alludes to what he calls "a largely forgotten counternarrative: the Blood women." But his only substantive contribution to that counternarrative is to present us with the charismatic women's-rights advocate Victoria Woodhull, who married Colonel James Harvey Blood, a veteran of the Union Army and a committed spiritualist. Kaag calls Woodhull "arguably the most famous and scandalous of the American Bloods," and it's perfectly obvious why he would want to adopt her: Extreme and mercurial, she's an ideal embodiment of many divergent, unconventional responses to the trauma of the Civil War.

Victoria met James in St. Louis in the mid-1860s. Twenty-six years old and strikingly beautiful, she was working as a medium and a "spiritual physician" when James consulted her, seeking treatment for wounds suffered in battle. She fell into a trance and announced that their destinies were linked. James liked the idea: Obeying the spirits, they left St. Louis and their spouses behind. The new marriage lasted barely a decade--but it was some decade.

In New York, the soothsaying of this Blood-by-marriage morphed into investment advice (lapped up by an aged Cornelius Vanderbilt), and Victoria made "an utter fortune from her wildness," as Kaag puts it. She founded a brokerage house and a crusading weekly newspaper, and waged energetic campaigns for free love and equal rights. Kaag concedes that Victoria's "methods" as a healer and fortune teller "were fraudulent--which is to say too wild for belief." He doesn't try to make sense of her dishonesty, or condemn the blatant hypocrisy of her final incarnation: Having ditched James, she married a rich English banker, renouncing radicalism to secure for herself "the standing and success that women of previous generations could not have envisioned." Kaag leaves it to the reader to connect her successive self-reinventions with the larger Blood narrative.

Having toured this gallery of "untamed beasts" exhibiting so many different shades of American wildness, we might ask what wild means to Kaag himself. I'm not sure. But it's clear that one important step in his quest to make space for the "contradictions and tensions and paradoxes" of daily life has been coming to terms with Benjamin Blood, a promiscuously talented poet-philosopher. Benjamin's rhapsodic mysticism, eccentricity, and primal vigor were particularly appealing to William James. This Blood taught Kaag's hero that "the secret of Being," in James's words, "is not the dark immensity beyond knowledge, but at home, this side, beneath the feet, and overlooked by knowledge."

A practical idealist, high-minded yet of the people (he's been called "a mystic of the commonplace"), Benjamin was born in 1832 in upstate New York. Over the course of his 86 years, he was an inventor, a gambler, a gymnast, and a boxer, as well as a poet, metaphysician, and compulsive writer of letters to the editor--in short, the antithesis of a library-bound thinker. Dissatisfied with philosophizing, he told James that he "felt compelled to go into more active life," to work 10 hours a day in a local mill. "I have worn out many styles," he boasted, "and am cosmopolitan, liberal to others, and contented with myself." His intellectual pursuits, Kaag writes, should be regarded "as an afterthought to action, the trace of a life lived as fully as possible."

Deeply impressed by a self-published pamphlet, The Anaesthetic Revelation and the Gist of Philosophy (1874), James struck up a correspondence with the author and eventually volunteered to try to make him famous. He kept his word: The last essay he ever wrote, "A Pluralistic Mystic" (1910), is a hymn to Benjamin's uncommon merit.

James directs our attention to a remarkable passage in which Benjamin explains that "the universe is wild--game flavored as a hawk's wing." Celebrating the contingent and the unfinished, Benjamin declares that "nature is miracle all. She knows no laws; the same returns not, save to bring the different." We can never fully grasp reality; our understanding, in Benjamin's words, is "ever not quite." Or as James himself insisted, uneasy about what seemed an oppressively bureaucratic and professionalized 20th century, "There is no complete generalization, no total point of view."

Kaag warmly welcomes the idea of the incomplete, of a cobbled-together and eternally unfinished worldview; he finds it frustrating but also encouraging. At the same time, he can't resist imposing an overarching unity. Eager to wrap things up neatly, he claims that Benjamin Blood's philosophy of open-ended, open-hearted pluralism--and of active engagement in the wider world--somehow "silently guided the Blood family from its very inception." And yet the thought of the whole crew, from Thomas to Perez to Victoria, all wedded to a single ethos hardly sits well with Benjamin's belief that "the genius of being is whimsical rather than consistent."

What does this have to do with America? Kaag is telling us that wildness is with us always, yesterday and today, even the dangerous, corrupt, fraudulent varieties, but that beneficent wildness makes room for exploration, new ideas, new ways of being. A more perfect union is always possible--though ever not quite.



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "The Wild Blood Dynasty." 
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The Real ID Deadline Will Never Arrive

The enhanced-license requirement survives despite--or maybe because of--its lack of urgency.

by Jim Harper




If you fly regularly, you've probably seen signs saying that the Real ID Act will soon go into full effect. When that happens, all domestic travelers using a driver's license at TSA checkpoints will have to show a federally compliant one--or be turned away. On May 7, exactly a year ahead of the latest purported enforcement date, a USA Today story bore the headline "The 2025 Real ID Deadline for New Licenses Is Really Real This Time, DHS Says." Maybe the Department of Homeland Security needs to pinkie-swear to make the 2025 date really, really real, because those airport signs and travel stories have been telling us about a final deadline for more than 15 years. And yet, that deadline has never arrived. If past extensions are any indication, it probably never will.

The 2005 Real ID law created a national system for sharing driver information, set more onerous documentation standards for driver's licenses than states had previously used, and added security rules that pushed states to mail licenses to applicants rather than issuing them on the spot. During the years of collective panic that followed the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, lawmakers and executive-branch agencies pushed through a raft of measures--common-sense ones, such as fortified cockpit doors, but also more controversial ones, such as expanded data surveillance and airport body-scanning machines. To this day, recorded airport announcements still warn passengers about "heightened security measures" that have been in place for more than a decade and might well remain heightened in perpetuity.

Originally meant to take full effect in 2008, Real ID now looks like a particularly misguided bit of post-9/11 security theater. The measure survives in public policy despite, or perhaps precisely because of, its lack of urgency.

The deadline has been delayed again and again. The initial holdup was that many states bristled at federal encroachment on their turf and at the cost of revamping their license systems to meet the new standards. More recently, Homeland Security has cited the slow uptake of Real ID cards--the department estimated last year that 44 percent of the population did not have a compliant license--and administrative backlogs related to the coronavirus pandemic.

Derek Thompson: Air travel is a disaster right now. Here's why 

If requiring a Real ID license for every airline passenger were essential to preventing another 9/11-style attack, this would have become clear years ago. As my 2006 book, Identity Crisis, pointed out, supporters of Real ID could not plausibly claim that the policy would thwart foreign terrorists, who can travel within the United States using passports.

Perhaps that's why supporters pivoted after the Real ID Act's passage to touting the policy as protection against identity fraud and illegal immigration. These assertions don't hold up either. Identity fraud typically involves hacking into victims' financial accounts, or starting new ones, under circumstances in which banks and merchants don't check ID.

Controlling illegal immigration through an identification system would require something much further-reaching than Real ID: registering all Americans from birth and all lawful newcomers from the moment of entry, using a strong biometric identifier. Then, checking people against a centrally managed database when they applied for a job, sought health care, or made a credit-card payment would trip up the people who aren't in it. Many people, including me, intuitively oppose such a system because it would be intrusive on its own terms and because of how it might be used to track and control people's activities. Whether you are worried about access to ammunition or access to reproductive services, you can reasonably harbor doubts about the potential uses and abuses of any national ID system.

Real ID is a peculiar hybrid--the closest thing to a national ID that was politically viable at the time of the act's passage. But the marginal security gains are not worth even the short-term costs: burdensome document demands, longer lines at motor-vehicle departments, slower license issuance.

Applying cost-benefit analysis and other rigorous tools to policy making was difficult in the post-9/11 era and remains so today. Remote risks, such as novel attacks on transportation, must be weighed against inconveniences to hundreds of millions of travelers. Even today, the invocation of terrorism activates many people's "lizard brain," in which the fight-or-flight instinct overwhelms rational thinking about security. Knowing this, politicians and security-agency administrators fear being blamed for any future attack with at least notional connections to fraudulent state identification cards. Now that most states are at least partially compliant with federal standards, the percentage of Americans with a Real ID license is likely to tick upward over time. And with the help of technology, the U.S. government is steadily expanding its role in identity verification. The TSA is rolling out its ostensibly voluntary facial-scanning system at more and more airports.

In December 2020, Congress passed legislation allowing for digital driver's licenses, carried on smartphones and smartwatches, that would comply with Real ID requirements. This nominal upgrade to the licensing regime may make identity checking far more common and data gathering easier; it also expands Homeland Security's influence over the configuration of licenses. A digital driver's license is not like a paper one without the bulk. As the ACLU's Jay Stanley warned in a 2021 report, its functions could include "phoning home" to central databases, revealing when and where you present it, and allowing tracking by businesses and government institutions that check it. Because of these and other dangers, the American public should think carefully before adopting digital licenses in the name of convenience in coming years.

Russell Berman: The obvious voting-rights solution that no Democrat will propose

In the meantime, Americans who travel frequently will be barraged with exhortations to adopt 2005's state-of-the-art license technology, Real ID. Fortunately, the threat of being denied boarding without a compliant license is hollow. If every Real ID holdout decided to get a compliant license between now and May 2025, states probably wouldn't be able to handle the administrative burden. Under any likely scenario, the political costs of turning Americans away at airports in May 2025 will be too high.

Here's my prediction: Well before next May, the Real ID compliance deadline will be rolled back again. The only uncertainty is the reason the federal government will give us.
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        The Israeli Defense Establishment Revolts Against Netanyahu
        Yair Rosenberg

        On Tuesday, Daniel Hagari, the chief spokesperson for the Israel Defense Forces, did something extraordinary: He criticized the Israeli government. In recent days, Israeli troops have battled Hamas in parts of northern Gaza that had previously been cleared of enemy combatants. A reporter asked Hagari if the terrorist group had been able to reassert itself because the Israeli government had not set up any non-Hamas Palestinian administration for those areas.The spokesman could have dodged the ques...

      

      
        In the Game of Spy vs. Spy, Israel Keeps Getting the Better of Iran
        Kylie Moore-Gilbert

        I am a member of a strange club that nobody wants to belong to, but whose numbers are steadily growing: innocent people convicted in Iran of espionage for what Iranian officials call the "tyrannical Zionist entity" (in other words, Israel). Many among us are foreigners--businesspeople, journalists, tourists, and academics like myself, who traveled to Iran for what they thought would be a brief visit, only to find themselves thrown in prison on dubious charges.The European Union diplomat Johan Flod...

      

      
        How to Be Your Best Despite the Passing Years
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.A weird thing is happening to me this week: I am turning 60.I enter a seventh decade with no small amount of apprehension. This decade proved lethal to my father, and many people whom I admire have written about reaching this milestone with distaste. "I just swallowed it down to my hiatal hernia where it stayed, like a golf ball of peanut butter," wrote the legendary sportswriter Robert Lipsyte a...

      

      
        New Male Contraceptives Could Be Infuriatingly Pain-Free and Easy
        Hanna Rosin

        Researchers have been hard at work on a number of male contraceptives, some of which could hit the market in the next couple of decades. Options include a hormone-free birth-control pill, an injection that accomplishes the same thing as a vasectomy but is easily reversible, and a topical gel men can rub on their shoulders with little in the way of side effects. There is a recurring theme in the research on male contraceptives: easy, convenient, minimal side effects."From the get-go, the researche...

      

      
        Back to Bland
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Watching Back to Black, the new Amy Winehouse biopic, made me want to look up footage of the late British singer to be reminded of her originality and her liveliness, which no work of fiction could hope to ever fully capture. But in the search process, I ended up staring, for an inordinate amount of time, at Funko Pop dolls. Winehouse has been sold in three versions of the ubiquitous collectible figurines. Each affixes her trademark Cleopatra makeup to the same blank, black eyes that grace the Fu...

      

      
        The Cruel Social Experiment of Reality TV
        Sophie Gilbert

        More than a decade after watching it, I still get twitchy thinking about "White Bear," an early episode of Black Mirror that stands as one of the most discomfiting installments of television I've seen. A woman (played by Lenora Crichlow) groggily wakes up in a strange house whose television sets are broadcasting the same mysterious symbol. When she goes outside, the people she encounters silently film her on their phones or menacingly wield shotguns and chainsaws. Eventually, trapped in a deserte...

      

      
        The Eight Dynamics That Will Shape the Election
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Where, exactly, are we in the election cycle right now?In most election years, figuring this out is fairly easy, but in 2024, it's not so simple. When Donald Trump locked up the Republican nomination in March, reporters declared that the general election had begun. But what's going on is not yet a midsummer campaign, nor does it feel like one. President Joe Biden has started stumping more aggressively and giving more inte...

      

      
        The New York Trump Case Is Kind of Perfect
        George T. Conway III

        This is The Trump Trials by George T. Conway III, a newsletter that chronicles the former president's legal troubles. Sign up here.Not all that long ago, I thought that the trial currently being held in The People of the State of New York v. Donald J. Trump would be the last one I'd want to see as the first one tried against the former president. It seemed the least serious of the cases against him. Here's a man who tried to overthrow American democracy by launching a coup to stay in power. A man...

      

      
        Jerry Seinfeld's Speech Was the Real News
        Conor Friedersdorf

        On Sunday at Duke University, the comedian Jerry Seinfeld delivered a commencement address that was, bizarrely, overshadowed in the media by a tiny, nondisruptive protest.Seinfeld gave a compliment and a warning to his Gen Z audience.First came the compliment. "I totally admire the ambitions of your generation to create a more just and inclusive society," he said. "I think it is also wonderful that you care so much about not hurting other people's feelings in the million and one ways we all do th...

      

      
        The New Workplace Power Symbols
        Michael Waters

        If you walked into an office building during the second half of the 20th century, you could probably figure out who had power with a single glance: Just look for the person in the corner office. The corner offices of yore were big, with large windows offering city views and constant streams of light, plus unbeatable levels of privacy. Everyone wanted them, but only those at the top got them. Land in one, and you'd know you'd made it.  Fast-forward to today, and that emblem of corporate success is...

      

      
        A Gaza Protester Who's Willing to Suffer
        Graeme Wood

        The protesters on university campuses have an image problem: They look like they are having way too much fun. In tone, the demonstrations do not match the subject matter, which they allege is genocide, the least fun of all human activities. For 20-year-olds, some activities that would be miserable to a normal person--screaming hysterically, being arrested, living in ragged encampments--are in fact an exhilarating way to spend one's time, and certainly preferable to studying for exams. Young people ...

      

      
        The <em>Baby Reindeer </em>Mess Was Inevitable
        Shirley Li

        This story contains spoilers for the Netflix limited series Baby Reindeer.In the finale of Baby Reindeer, the comedian Donny Dunn (played by the show's creator, Richard Gadd) achieves the kind of success he'd always wanted: He lands podcast interviews, performs before appreciative crowds inside big clubs, and scrolls through scores of online comments praising him for his bravery. He has transformed, as he puts it, "from a walking ghost to the center of a media storm"--all because a random audience...

      

      
        25 Books to Get Lost in This Summer
        The Atlantic Culture Desk

        Warm weather brings with it freedom and leisure--and it can also call to mind the particular pleasure of losing yourself in a book. The relatively idle quality of summer opens up the chance to read something just for fun, or it provides a needed stretch of time for finally picking up the paperback that's been patiently waiting on your bedside table. This year, The Atlantic's writers and editors have chosen fiction and nonfiction to match all sorts of moods. Perhaps you want to transport yourself t...

      

      
        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
        Alan Taylor

        The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images in its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries in seven categories, including Birds, Mammals, Other Animals, Plants & Fungi, Landscapes, and Nature's Studio. Contest organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us below.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        China Has Gotten the Trade War It Deserves
        Michael Schuman

        A global trade war is starting, and China is at the center of it. A reckoning for Beijing's economic model, which is designed to promote Chinese industry at the expense of the rest of the world, has long been coming. China's trading partners have had enough. The result will be a wave of protectionism, with potentially dire consequences for both China and the global economy.The most obvious and dramatic evidence for this was unveiled yesterday by President Joe Biden, who announced that his adminis...

      

      
        The Real ID Deadline Will Never Arrive
        Jim Harper

        If you fly regularly, you've probably seen signs saying that the Real ID Act will soon go into full effect. When that happens, all domestic travelers using a driver's license at TSA checkpoints will have to show a federally compliant one--or be turned away. On May 7, exactly a year ahead of the latest purported enforcement date, a USA Today story bore the headline "The 2025 Real ID Deadline for New Licenses Is Really Real This Time, DHS Says." Maybe the Department of Homeland Security needs to pin...

      

      
        A Courtroom Parade of Trump's Allies
        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.It's common, in criminal court, for a defendant's friends and family to join them in the courtroom as a show of love and support. That's not exactly what's happening in Manhattan this week. More, after these three stories from The Atlantic:
	Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves.
	...

      

      
        Photos From the 2024 Westminster Dog Show
        Alan Taylor

        The 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show took place in New York City over the past week, showcasing more than 3,000 dogs of 200 different breeds and varieties. This year's Best in Show was awarded to a miniature poodle named Sage. Gathered below are images from this year's competition, held at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        Google and OpenAI Are Battling for AI Supremacy
        Matteo Wong

        This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.This week has felt like the early days of the generative-AI boom, filled with dazzling events concerning the future of the technology.On Monday, OpenAI held a last-minute "Spring Update" event in which the company announced its newest AI model, GPT-4o, in an impressive live demo. Running on the iPhone's ChatGPT app, the model appeared ...

      

      
        The Horseshoe Theory of Google Search
        Matteo Wong

        Earlier today, Google presented a new vision for its flagship search engine, one that is uniquely tailored to the generative-AI moment. With advanced technology at its disposal, "Google will do the Googling for you," Liz Reid, the company's head of search, declared onstage at the company's annual software conference.Googling something rarely yields an immediate, definitive answer. You enter a query, confront a wall of blue links, open a zillion tabs, and wade through them to find the most relevan...

      

      
        The Battleground States That Will Shape the Election
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.New polling shows Joe Biden trailing Donald Trump in five out of six key swing states. Voters there say they want change--which presents a challenge for the candidate who won in 2020 on the promise of normalcy.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Biden's weakness with young voters isn't ...
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The Israeli Defense Establishment Revolts Against Netanyahu

To appease his far-right flank, the prime minister has refused to commit to Palestinian governance of Gaza. Israel's security figures are calling his bluff.

by Yair Rosenberg




On Tuesday, Daniel Hagari, the chief spokesperson for the Israel Defense Forces, did something extraordinary: He criticized the Israeli government. In recent days, Israeli troops have battled Hamas in parts of northern Gaza that had previously been cleared of enemy combatants. A reporter asked Hagari if the terrorist group had been able to reassert itself because the Israeli government had not set up any non-Hamas Palestinian administration for those areas.

The spokesman could have dodged the question. He did not. "There is no doubt that a governmental alternative to Hamas will create pressure on Hamas," he replied, "but that is a question for the political echelon."

Hagari's polite but pointed critique of Israel's leadership was a pebble. The avalanche came the next day. In a televised address yesterday, Defense Minister Yoav Gallant--a former general and current member of Benjamin Netanyahu's Likud party--publicly rebuked the government for failing to establish a postwar plan for Gaza. He then demanded that Netanyahu personally commit to Palestinian governance for the enclave, as opposed to Israeli settlement or occupation.

"Since October, I have been raising this issue consistently in the cabinet, and have received no response," Gallant said. "The end of the military campaign must come together with political action. The 'day after Hamas' will only be achieved with Palestinian entities taking control of Gaza, accompanied by international actors, establishing a governing alternative to Hamas's rule."

Without such a political strategy, Gallant argued, no military strategy can succeed, and Israel will be left occupying Gaza and fighting a never-ending counterinsurgency against Hamas that saps the country's military, economic, and diplomatic resources. "Indecision is, in essence, a decision," he said. "This leads to a dangerous course, which promotes the idea of Israeli military and civilian governance in Gaza. This is a negative and dangerous option for the state of Israel."

The defense minister closed with an ultimatum: "I call on Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to make a decision and declare that Israel will not establish civilian control over the Gaza Strip, that Israel will not establish military governance in the Gaza Strip, and that a governing alternative to Hamas in the Gaza Strip will be raised immediately." With these words, the Israeli defense establishment effectively launched a revolt against the Netanyahu government--and the dreams of its far-right flank to flood Gaza with Israeli settlers.



Gallant is far from the only person to press Netanyahu on this matter. For months, President Joe Biden and his administration have called for Israel to work with the Palestinian Authority--the Hamas rival that governs the West Bank--to establish a new administration in Gaza. Benny Gantz and Gadi Eisenkot, two former IDF chiefs turned opposition politicians, joined Netanyahu's government after October 7 on the condition that a committee be created to formulate a Gaza exit strategy. But despite all of this external and internal pressure, no such plan has materialized--for a very straightforward reason: Netanyahu cannot publicly commit to a postwar plan for Gaza that includes Palestinians, because the day-after plan of his far-right partners is to get rid of those Palestinians.

Yesterday, standing at a lectern emblazoned with the words settlement in Gaza will bring security, the far-right minister Itamar Ben-Gvir told a rally of thousands that the only way to defeat Hamas is to "return home" to Gaza and encourage "voluntary emigration" of its Palestinian population--a euphemism for ethnic cleansing. "Tell them," Ben-Gvir declared, "'Go to your homes, go to your countries. This is ours now and forever.'" Shlomo Karhi, a hard-right member of Netanyahu's faction, offered similar sentiments. "In order to preserve the security achievements for which so many of our troops gave up their lives," he said, "we must settle Gaza, with security forces and with settlers."

Read: The right-wing Israeli plan to resettle Gaza

Polls show that most Israelis do not want to resettle the Gaza Strip. But Netanyahu and his coalition are uniquely beholden to the radical minority that does. Back in January, 15 of the coalition's 64 members of Parliament attended a Jerusalem conference in support of Gaza resettlement. The parties that make up Netanyahu's government received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's most recent election in November 2022. Without the far right, not only would the Israeli leader's coalition collapse, but he would lack sufficient allies to form one in the future after another election. Alienating the extremists wouldn't just finish Netanyahu's government; it could end his political career.

This has placed the prime minister in a political vise. If he commits to postwar Palestinian rule in Gaza and begins acting seriously to establish it, he loses the far right. But if he commits to resettling Gaza, he loses the Israeli majority and the international community. And so, as he has often done in the past, Netanyahu has chosen not to choose, kicking the moment of decision down the road. But as Gallant said yesterday, indecision is also a decision--and it has consequences.

This month, Israel's soldiers have been fighting pitched battles with Hamas in places such as Zeitun and Jabaliya that had previously been cleared by the IDF. Without any plan to govern these areas, Israel's army has achieved many tactical victories in Gaza but suffered a strategic defeat, as Hamas has returned to fill the vacuum the IDF left behind. Faced with rising Israeli casualties in Gaza, far-right resettlement rallies in Israel, sharp criticism of Israel's open-ended campaign abroad, and Netanyahu's refusal to act, Gallant clearly felt compelled to speak out. In doing so, he made public the arguments he had previously been making in private.

Contrary to misquotes and mistranslations attributed to the Israeli defense minister in some international media outlets, Gallant has not called for genocide in Gaza, but rather for the territory to be handed back to Gazans. He has also consistently worked to align the Israeli campaign with the preferences of the Biden administration rather than the Israeli far right. In January, he called for Gaza to be governed by Palestinians in conjunction with the United States and moderate Arab states, without any Jewish settlements. In March, Gallant reportedly told the Israeli security cabinet that Gazans affiliated with the Palestinian Authority were the least bad option to administer the enclave.

Read: What did top Israeli war officials really say about Gaza?

Gallant believes that he is working both to protect Israel's long-term security by saving it from a ruinous quagmire, and to coordinate its policy with its strongest ally, the United States. It is no coincidence that the defense minister's dramatic address yesterday came shortly after U.S. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan told the White House press pool that "if Israel's military efforts are not accompanied by a political plan for the future of Gaza and the Palestinian people, the terrorists will keep coming back ... So we [are] talking to Israel about how to connect their military operations to a clear strategic endgame ... to ensure the lasting defeat of Hamas and a better alternative future for Gaza and for the Palestinian people."



Gallant is only one man, and he serves at Netanyahu's discretion. He alone cannot alter national policy--but he has galvanized such change before. The last time the defense minister delivered a broadside against Netanyahu's governance, it was in March 2023 to oppose a far-right effort to hobble Israel's judicial system. At the time, Gallant warned that internal Israeli division over the legislation "poses a clear, immediate, and tangible threat to the security of the state." That speech led to Gallant's firing, which was reversed after hundreds of thousands of Israelis poured into the streets in protest.

Today, once again, Gallant has been pushed to the point of public dissent by his perception that Netanyahu is privileging his own coalition and political interest over the national interest. In his address to the Israeli public, Gallant declared that "we must make tough decisions for the future of our country, favoring national priorities above all other possible considerations, even with the possibility of personal or political costs."

The right's response to this call has not been kind. Netanyahu issued a brief video rejecting Gallant's arguments without naming him. Ben-Gvir, the far-right minister, demanded that Gallant be fired, while other hard-line lawmakers assailed him in personal terms. Getting rid of Gallant, however, will not be easy. According to recent polling, he is the most popular politician in Israel, far outpacing Netanyahu and his far-right partners. The defense minister's speech was also quickly praised by Benny Gantz, the opposition leader in Israel's war cabinet, who is leading Netanyahu in the polls and could leave the government if the prime minister acts rashly. And Netanyahu will have to contend with the United States--Sullivan is set to visit Israel this weekend, where he will undoubtedly press Gallant's case. (By last night, a Biden official was already telling reporters that "we share the defense minister's concern.")

Back in 2023, Gallant's speech against the judicial overhaul ultimately doomed the effort after months of political upheaval. The success or failure of his latest intervention may determine not just the endgame for this conflict, but the trajectory of Israel in the decades to come.
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In the Game of Spy vs. Spy, Israel Keeps Getting the Better of Iran

Repressing dissent, putting innocent people in prison, flubbing operations abroad--Iran just can't seem to get out of its own way.

by Kylie Moore-Gilbert




I am a member of a strange club that nobody wants to belong to, but whose numbers are steadily growing: innocent people convicted in Iran of espionage for what Iranian officials call the "tyrannical Zionist entity" (in other words, Israel). Many among us are foreigners--businesspeople, journalists, tourists, and academics like myself, who traveled to Iran for what they thought would be a brief visit, only to find themselves thrown in prison on dubious charges.

The European Union diplomat Johan Floderus, a Swedish citizen, is but the latest high-profile victim of Iranian hysteria over Israeli spies on its territory. Currently awaiting sentencing from a revolutionary court in Tehran, Floderus faces allegations of "very extensive intelligence cooperation with the Zionist occupation regime" and a charge of "corruption on earth," which carries the death penalty. Sweden's foreign minister has stated publicly that the accusations against Floderus are "completely baseless and false," and the head of the EU foreign service has labeled him "illegally detained."

I was convicted of espionage for Israel under similarly spurious pretenses in 2019. I had been invited to an academic conference in Iran as the guest of a local university, and was arrested by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) at Tehran's Imam Khomeini airport as I was about to fly home to Australia. I was handed a 10-year prison sentence, of which I served more than two years at the mercy of the IRGC before I was freed in a prisoner swap.

Read: I was a hostage in Iran. The deals are part of the problem.

During my time in the Iranian prison system, I learned Farsi and used every opportunity possible to study my captors. In addition to IRGC interrogators and prison guards, I encountered a number of influential regime figures, including the head of IRGC intelligence, the deputy foreign minister, and even Iran's current chief nuclear negotiator. At various junctures, these men came to the prison to meet and speak with me, or agreed to do so while visiting for seemingly other purposes.

The fact that someone who had been convicted of espionage, however unjustly, was given access to such people is testament to the chaotic way in which intelligence work is conducted in the Islamic Republic. Indeed, although Iran's authorities talk tough and cast an extremely wide net in their quest to capture the Mossad agents they believe are in their midst, a prevailing lack of competence has meant that very few actual spies ever seem to get caught.

Not only does the Islamic Republic arrest a large number of innocent people domestically, but the agents of its two intelligence bodies, the Ministry of Intelligence and Security and the IRGC's intelligence unit, have a long history of bungling operations overseas. Many operatives get caught: Just last month, a suspected member of the IRGC Quds Force was arrested in Peru for plotting to kill Israelis living in the country. Indeed the three IRGC members who were released in exchange for me had been convicted in Thailand of targeting Israeli diplomats in a failed bomb plot. Rather than making final preparations in the days before their operation, these hapless agents had been photographed drinking alcohol and partying with local prostitutes. In the course of resisting arrest, one of them had even blown off his own leg with the bombs they'd assembled.

Of course, not every overseas Iranian-intelligence operation fails, and the consequences are devastating when they do not. In 1994, 85 people were killed at a Jewish cultural center in Buenos Aires, in a bombing that Argentine courts later ruled was carried out on the orders of the Islamic Republic. Just last week, Argentina issued an Interpol red notice for Iran's interior minister, Ahmad Vahidi, accusing him of having been behind the attack. The Islamic Republic is also apparently implicated in a string of assassinations and kidnappings of dissidents across Europe and the Middle East, as well as plots targeting Iranian opposition journalists in London and New York.

Read: Iran's deadly message to journalists abroad

The incompetence and lack of professionalism of much of the Iranian intelligence apparatus stands in stark contrast to the efficiency of Israel's, which is alleged to have carried out sophisticated sabotage and assassination plots on Iranian territory. Beginning in 2007, Israel is thought to have targeted scientists working on Iran's nuclear program for assassination. At least six have been killed inside the country. In 2022 alone, seven officials affiliated with Iran's missile or drone programs died under suspicious circumstances. Israel is also thought to have been behind two mysterious blasts at the Natanz nuclear facility, as well the theft of an enormous archive of documents relating to the nuclear program from a warehouse in Tehran. In 2023, Mossad even announced that it had kidnapped an IRGC hit man inside Iran; the Israeli agency released footage from his interrogation outside the country.

Somewhat bizarrely, my exchange for three blundering IRGC operatives wasn't the only connection between my wrongful imprisonment and the high-stakes war of espionage that has long been playing out between Tehran and Tel Aviv. Less than 48 hours after I was freed from prison--and likely not unrelated to the deal that freed me--Israel carried out one of its most audacious missions on Iranian soil.

Mohsen Fakhrizadeh was an IRGC commander and the shadowy mastermind of Iran's covert nuclear-weapons program. While the regime was busy welcoming the three convicted terrorists home with garlands of flowers and sleek propaganda reels, agents acting for Israel parked a blue Nissan pickup truck on a highway intersection near the hamlet of Absard, north of Tehran. Hidden on the truck bed beneath a tarpaulin was a remote-controlled, AI-programmed machine gun. As Fakhrizadeh's motorcade crossed the intersection, the sniper, watching via satellite from thousands of kilometers away, opened fire. Fakhrizadeh was killed in a hail of bullets. The truck then blew itself up.

The Israelis had clearly been surveilling Fakhrizadeh for months, if not years, prior to the attack. Yet they held their fire until after I had departed Iranian airspace, a move that was much to my benefit, as such a brazen operation would undoubtedly have scuppered the deal for my release. That the attack so closely coincided with my prisoner swap, however, was unlikely to be an accident, and had less to do with me than with the three IRGC terrorists exchanged for my freedom. Australia probably  had to secure Israel's consent for trading them, as they had been caught targeting Israeli diplomats. The IRGC, of course, would have known that. And so the Israelis opted to send Tehran a message by allowing the deal to go through but killing Fakhrizadeh at nearly the same time: They would go after a bigger target, and on Iranian soil besides. Unlike the IRGC's three amateurish agents in Thailand, they didn't fail.

The Iranian regime has shown itself to be supremely adept at surveilling, arresting, and interrogating political dissidents, social-media activists, members of armed separatist groups, and even underground terror cells from organizations such as the MEK. As the unprecedented crackdown on the Woman, Life, Freedom demonstrations shows, the regime retains a fierce grip on the country and runs it like a police state. All of which leaves one to wonder: Why does Iran do such a poor job of countering Israel's operations inside its territory?

One clue lies in the fact that many, if not most, of the assassinations and other plots attributed to Israel, including the killing of Fakhrizadeh, are conducted with the participation of local Iranian recruits. Interestingly, the quadcopter drones thought to have been used in Israel's April 19 attack on a military facility in Isfahan province were also most likely assembled and launched from inside Iran.

The Islamic Republic's security apparatus has long assumed that Israel is sending foreign tourists and other visitors to Iran to spy on its behalf. But this supposition seems more and more like a costly distraction from the real issue at hand: A not-insignificant number of Iranian citizens inside Iran appear willing to risk torture, imprisonment, and execution in order to assist enemies of their own government.

Iranian security agencies have had little success in thwarting Israeli activities inside their country in part because authoritarian regimes prioritize loyalty over competence. IRGC intelligence officials tend to owe their positions to either ideological conformity or to strong family or personal ties within the organization. If you weren't a true believer (or at least good at pretending to be one) and didn't have other IRGC members to vouch for you, you didn't have a hope of becoming even a lowly prison official in a Revolutionary Guard detention facility. As one guard boasted to me, "Our positions aren't advertised." In such a system, aptitude, skill, and even security training are much lower priorities. The least suitable people can attain high ranks, while better-qualified candidates who are deemed insufficiently ideologically committed miss out.

The result is a lack of professionalism, which I observed firsthand during the 804 days I spent in IRGC custody. For example, I was once able to text the Australian embassy in the middle of an interrogation, because my interrogator had made the rookie error of leaving my confiscated phone in the room after he stepped out. On another occasion, I was able to trick one of my captors into revealing details of the diplomatic negotiations surrounding my release. And although I'm unable to go into specifics, female prisoners are routinely able to take advantage of the IRGC guards' squeamishness about women's bodies to smuggle information outside the prison.

Selected for ideological orthodoxy, the Revolutionary Guards I interacted with bought into all manner of conspiracy theories, which undoubtedly distorted their understanding of geopolitics and hamstrung their ability to interrogate suspects. I was regularly forced to listen to lengthy tirades about secretive Zionists pulling the levers of the global economy, or Israeli plots to poison the sperm counts of Muslim men in a scheme to achieve demographic supremacy. My handlers admitted to watching spy shows involving the Middle East, such as Fauda, Tehran, and Homeland. These seemed to reinforce their tendency to see the hand of Mossad behind every calamity that befell Iran, man-made or otherwise. Such paranoia helps explain the shockingly high numbers of innocent people, most of them Iranian, imprisoned on charges of working for Israel. Sadly, many of these people make false confessions under duress, which in turn gives the authorities the impression that they are catching real spies.

Institutional incompetence is not the sole reason Iran's agencies have been losing the shadow intelligence war with Israel. Like all brutal authoritarian regimes, the Islamic Republic knows no language other than intimidation and the threat of violence. It has proved unable to offer positive incentives or rewards to those who might be in a position to assist it. The population, including the Islamic Republic's traditional religious constituency, broadly loathes the regime; even the most disinterested and self-serving opportunist is reluctant to gather information on its behalf. The IRGC in turn distrusts the people it rules over and believes that cooperation can only be forcibly coerced.

Read: How fake spies ruin real intelligence

I experienced this approach myself in Evin Prison. Before I was put on trial, Revolutionary Guard interrogators accosted me with an offer of recruitment. Would I agree to travel to London to collect information on the Iranian dissident community? Would I use my status as an academic to visit Israel, effectively as an Iranian agent? Then, after the trial, they used the absurd 10-year sentence I was dealt as a lever of blackmail. The IRGC would only enter into negotiations over my freedom, I was told, if I agreed to work for them; if I did agree, I would be beholden to them in every way once freed.

"How do you know I won't just run away after I'm allowed to leave Iran?" I asked the recruiters.

The answer was sobering. The IRGC had operatives on Australian soil, they told me, just as they did in Europe and North America. If I reneged, they would kill me. For more than 18 months, I resisted this pressure. It relented only after I leaked to the international press that I was a recruitment target.

The IRGC are better placed to blackmail Iranian or dual-national prisoners than they were with me. Anyone who has family members living in Iran faces an impossible choice: Agree to spy for the regime, or see your loved ones jailed and tortured alongside you. And because unwilling recruits can't be fully trusted, they are then subjected to near-constant surveillance and threats to prevent them from escaping. During the years I spent in IRGC custody, I encountered several such people, three of whom were ultimately sent abroad on behalf of the IRGC.

Iran's heavy-handed approach contrasts sharply with the methods that Israel is rumored to employ inside Iran. In prison I met several Iranian Muslims convicted of activities that linked them to Israel, and I heard stories of numerous others. Some were shown to have been calling Israel over Skype, or chatting with Israelis in internet message forums. Of course, many such people are innocent of any crime, and were likely just curious about a neighboring country whose name they had been encouraged to curse since primary school. There appeared to be slightly more substance to the allegations against a small number of others.

From what I came to understand, Israel has been able to capitalize on the Islamic Republic's record of poor governance, economic mismanagement, poverty, and political repression to offer would-be collaborators valuable ways out. These could take the form of bundles of cash or offers of permanent residency, not only for Iranians who assist their operations, but for their family members as well. In this respect as in many others, the Islamic Republic has become its own greatest adversary: Having shown itself over the decades to be impervious to ideological moderation or reform from within, it has become so hated that its own people--its biggest victims--are willing to embrace the possibility that the enemy of their enemy is their friend. I lost track of the number of Iranians in prison who advocated for heavier economic sanctions and openly welcomed American or Israeli air strikes on Iran.

These sentiments have translated into robust support for Israel on social media, including from inside Iran, much of it making no reference to the horrors currently unfolding in Gaza. Some Iranians condemned the IRGC's April 13 missile and drone attacks on Israel and cheered on Israel's retaliation. Somewhat embarrassingly, the regime was forced to issue an official notice threatening to arrest anyone expressing these sentiments online. It followed through by arresting Mobina Rostami, a member of the national volleyball team, after she posted on social media: "As an Iranian, I am truly ashamed of the authorities' attack on Israel, but you need to know that the people in Iran love Israel and hate the Islamic Republic."

Israel and Iran's tit-for-tat military strikes on each other's territory will likely lead to a further intensification of their long-standing clandestine activities. As a result, Iran will likely throw more innocent people in prison; it will bungle more overseas operations; and ultra-hard-liners in its security establishment will double down on repressing a population that despises them. Such authoritarian tactics have already benefited Iran's enemies and will continue to do so, offering Israel the upper hand in the covert war of espionage within Iran's borders and abroad.
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How to Be Your Best Despite the Passing Years

There is no age or time of life that isn't still an opportunity for personal progress.

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.

A weird thing is happening to me this week: I am turning 60.

I enter a seventh decade with no small amount of apprehension. This decade proved lethal to my father, and many people whom I admire have written about reaching this milestone with distaste. "I just swallowed it down to my hiatal hernia where it stayed, like a golf ball of peanut butter," wrote the legendary sportswriter Robert Lipsyte about his 60th birthday. Or as my colleague Caitlin Flanagan noted in The Atlantic as she entered her 60s, "I feel vaguely embarrassed about it, like I've somehow let myself go, like I've been bingeing on decades and wound up in this unappealing condition."

Turning 60, of course, is not a uniquely grim anniversary--marking our birthdays negatively is a commonplace of growing older. The experience can even be seen in pathological terms. The website Medical News Today lists symptoms of "birthday depression" that sound like a bad drug trip: paranoia, obsessive thinking, and avoiding contact with people.

Even youth itself is not immune from the condition: You might be half my age and still feeling plenty of discomfort about turning 30. In fact, I remember my 30th very well--it doesn't seem so long ago. I was a professional musician in those days, and although my birthday depression did not lead me to act like a paranoid recluse, I was worrying about whether the best days of my performing career were behind me and whether I was going bald. They were, and I was.

What I should have been doing on my 30th birthday was looking ahead with hope and setting specific, positive goals. And that's the way I intend to spend my 60th. Here's how you can look forward, too, no matter what your age.

Joe Pinsker: The strange origins of American birthday celebrations

People pay a lot of attention to landmark birthdays because many of us tend to endow round numbers with special psychological significance. In 2011, two psychologists showed this in the cases of baseball batting averages and SAT scores. In the former instance, they demonstrated that baseball players on their last plate appearance of the season were more likely to get a base hit if their batting average was .298 or .299 than if it was .300 or .301. In the latter example, they showed that students were more likely to retake the SATs if their previous score was just short of a round number.

In baseball and SAT scores, we see being able to round up as a positive, motivating goal. But the significance of closing in on a round number can also be negative, as in the case of milestone birthdays. One way to understand this is by looking at how people behave in the run-up to a big anniversary--the so-called 9-enders (29, 59, etc.). One study from 2014 found that 9-enders tend to be preoccupied by the vicissitudes of aging and a sense of meaningfulness, and may make dramatic changes to their lives in a seeming effort to disrupt an unsatisfactory status quo before reaching the milestone. For example, although the chance that they will embrace a positive aspiration, such as running a marathon, rises significantly in this last year, they are also more likely to act in a drastic, self-destructive way--like dying by suicide or seeking an extramarital affair.

Health issues become markedly more salient at milestone birthdays. Researchers in 2015 found a higher correlation between overall health and life satisfaction at the turn of each decade, whereas simply feeling good at the moment was more important to people on ordinary birthdays.

Arthur C. Brooks: The happy art of grandparenting

In an Atlantic article that arguably anticipated this finding a century ago, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author Edward Bok wrote an essay on turning 50 with an ominous title: "The Worst Birthday in a Man's Life." The predicament of entering his sixth decade led him to undertake strange exercise regimes in which he had to "kick in various directions or to fan the air wildly with your arms," and adopt some drastic changes to his diet. The unfortunate faced with such a midlife crisis would, Bok went on, "cry either that you are 'springing new-fangled notions' on him, that the doctor is 'a nut,' or that his wife is starving him."

Even doctors themselves treat us differently on birthdays--and not just by dispensing "nutty" advice to eat more healthfully. A 2022 study in the journal Health Economics showed that, when faced with new patients, Israeli primary-care physicians scheduled more diagnostic tests for those who had just attained a decadal birthday than for those who were merely approaching one. Even doctors' own performance is correlated with their birthday: Scholars in 2020 found that the likelihood of a patient dying in the 30 days after a surgery is 1.3 percent higher if the operation occurs on the surgeon's birthday than if it occurs on another day. (You might especially want to avoid surgery on your surgeon's 60th birthday.)

Read: Making aging positive

The key to a good milestone birthday is to change the experience from being an affliction to an opportunity, using the "fresh start" effect. Scholars have demonstrated that people are more likely to undertake a self-improvement goal (such as losing weight or exercising) on days they endow with a special significance. Thus, milestone birthdays are opportunities to make desired changes to your life. But you do have to pick the right goals. Researchers have found that happiness is highest when your objectives have two characteristics: They are intrinsic and positive, as opposed to extrinsic and negative.

First, intrinsic goals are those in which the rewards come from within, not from the outside world. Typical extrinsic goals include money, recognition, and beauty, whereas intrinsic goals valorize relationship quality and spiritual depth. To underline this priority, scholars have shown that, unlike intrinsic goals, extrinsic ones are actually correlated with lower well-being over time. In my own research, I have found that such external rewards are inherently unsatisfying, despite their seemingly intuitive appeal. (I always think of the famous cartoon of an old man on his deathbed confessing, "I should have bought more crap.")

Second, the best goals have "approach" rather than "avoidance" motivations. In the first bucket are objectives such as "Spend more time enjoying nature on long walks" or "Practice loving-kindness meditation." The second bucket would include such goals as "Quit my crummy job" or "Stop complaining all the time." The avoidant goals are not necessarily useless or silly, but they are interestingly associated with poorer health in the long run--so, for that reason, they don't work as good milestone aspirations to make the future happier.

In sum, as you approach a landmark birthday, take time to envision how you would like your life to look at the next milestone. Then, create a list of five to 10 goals that are both positive and intrinsic. Finally, spend some time thinking about how you can practically achieve these aims--the small and medium-size changes to your habits that you can adopt, starting the morning of your birthday. Making this simple resolution has the power to turn dread about the passing of time into excitement for all you can do in the future.

Beth Nguyen: I grew up not knowing my birthday

One productive way to think about a decadal birthday is to consider your next stage as a novel of which you are the author. Fictions typically start in the middle of their characters' story. You may get some backstory, but the action is nearly always about what happens after that point in time. The novelist cooks up a compelling series of events and then has her characters navigate their way through them. The script may change in the writing, but the shape of events broadly follows the writer's vision.

So, on your next major birthday, think of your life as an autobiographical novel that starts that day. You get to write the story. Take this imaginative exercise seriously and make your plot about hope and opportunity.

Here goes: Once upon a time, a bald former French horn player was turning 60. That's when the real adventure began.
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New Male Contraceptives Could Be Infuriatingly Pain-Free and Easy

Why don't women have options like that?

by Hanna Rosin




Researchers have been hard at work on a number of male contraceptives, some of which could hit the market in the next couple of decades. Options include a hormone-free birth-control pill, an injection that accomplishes the same thing as a vasectomy but is easily reversible, and a topical gel men can rub on their shoulders with little in the way of side effects. There is a recurring theme in the research on male contraceptives: easy, convenient, minimal side effects.

"From the get-go, the researchers involved in developing male contraception have paid extra- close attention to: Can we develop products for which there will be almost no side effects? And can we be extra vigilant about this, so that these products are going to be basically the most convenient, easy things ever, with almost zero risks?" says staff writer Katie Wu, our guest on this week's Radio Atlantic. In fact, one trial was halted in 2011 because a safety committee decided the risks outweighed the benefits. The side effects included mood swings and depression, which, if you are a woman who has ever been on any form of hormonal birth control, will definitely shift your mood.

What changes in a future in which male contraceptives are readily available, and a routine part of men's health care? For one thing, the dreamy nature of these options might inspire researchers to innovate on women's options as well. But a lot of cultural conversations could also shift: around whose job is it to be vigilant about pregnancy, who can have sex without consequences, and what we think of as traditionally masculine.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Katherine J. Wu:  It's intuitive to think, you know, you need two people to conceive a child. And currently--

Hanna Rosin: Wait, what?

Wu: [Laughs.] And currently our contraception options are almost entirely limited to one biological sex: people with ovaries and a uterus.

[Music]

Rosin: That's Atlantic staff writer Katie Wu--and when she puts it like that, yes, the math is so obvious. It takes two to make a baby. And yet when I say "birth control," we mostly think of one: the one with the ovaries and the uterus.

I mean sure: condoms, vasectomies. But the whole complicated apparatus of birth control--decades of hormones and doctors' appointments and implants and worry, the costs--that's something mostly women have to deal with.

But of course it doesn't have to be that way. Why didn't I realize that sooner?

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today--the rapidly advancing science of male birth control.

As a science and health reporter, Katie's followed this research for years. When we spoke, I was curious--maybe even hopeful--to see if the impetus for the research was to ease the burden on women. Here's Katie.

Wu: There's a couple motivations, like certainly just having a little bit more equity in this whole world of family planning. If there are two people participating in the conception of a child, if the goal is to actually prevent that, why shouldn't multiple parties participate? It would certainly ease the burden on women, who are the primary people having to deal with the logistics of contraception, the side effects of contraception, paying for contraception, accessing contraception--even stigma around certain contraception, especially in parts of the world where contraception is not necessarily widely socially accepted.

But also to this idea that tackling something from two different vantage points-- sperm and egg--is going to make the whole endeavor a little bit more successful, right? Combining two methods of contraception: that's not a bad way to go about it if you really want to be sure that you are accomplishing your goal.

Rosin: That's interesting. And the scientists say this? Like, the scientists working on this say, Yes, we're doing this partly for equity reasons?

Wu: Oh, absolutely. I think there is this growing feeling that the burden of contraception, preventing pregnancy, and taking on the risks of doing that has really fallen unfairly on women. And it's time that we spread that around a little bit more. There are actually male participants in trials for some of these birth-control methods--for male contraception--who say part of the reason that they want to participate is they watch their female partners go through the side effects and the hassle of taking birth control, and they feel guilty, they feel frustrated, they feel like, Why can't I be doing more to help out?

Rosin: I'm a little speechless and a little...I don't know, I'm just heartened to hear that. It never occurred to me--maybe I'm just too cynical--but I've been so accustomed to thinking of birth control in the current political context that it just never occurred to me that in science there was this decades-long effort to make this whole process more equitable. It's really nice to hear.

Wu: It is, though of course I have to jump in here with a little bit of cynicism, right? It certainly has not been perfect culturally. And I think, as encouraging as it is to hear that a pretty decent contingent of people do feel this way, of course there's been pushback on that idea--and there's certainly reasons why it has taken so long to get to the point where we're on the cusp of having widely available male contraception beyond condoms and vasectomies.

Some of those reasons are definitely scientific, right? We're dealing with a totally different reproductive system. But I think we also do have to acknowledge that people are just a lot cagier about asking men to take on extra risks, extra burden, when the viewpoint has been for decades: "We don't have to. The women have that covered."

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. I really want to get into that, but before we do, let's just have some basic understanding. What are the methods people are looking at? Like, what can we expect in our local pharmacy in the men's contraception section soon, in our near future? What is it? What are they?

Wu: Yeah, so I will caveat this to say that not all of the things I'm about to mention will necessarily be on pharmacy shelves. Some of them will have to be maybe sort of roughly akin to having an IUD placed. It will require you to go to a doctor's office.

But there are a bunch of different options. Probably the one that is furthest along is this topical gel that has been in trials for several years now, that men can basically smear on their shoulders. And it's this hormonal concoction that really, really dramatically plummets their sperm counts.

And if they apply it regularly, it's a pretty great and almost side-effect-free way to control their own fertility--and totally reversible.

Rosin: Wait. That sounds comically easy. Like, you put basically like a gel on your shoulders, and it has no side effects?

Wu: Okay, it doesn't have zero side effects, but I certainly am comparing this to a baseline of like, the typical side effects we see with female birth control. Mood swings and depression.

There is almost none of that that is being reported in trials. Men actually sometimes experience increased libido, and the investigators have been really surprised to see like, Oh, you know, there's really not much going on here in terms of the typical side effects we see with female birth control.

Rosin: Mm hmm. Why is this irritating me? Okay. You know what--

Wu: Oh, we'll get to it. I promise.

Rosin: Okay. All right. So keep going. What are some of the other methods?

Wu: Yeah, so another that I think is super interesting is what I sort of liken to a really easy, reversible vasectomy. So, you know, traditional vasectomy: You have this quick surgery where you go in and you're messing with the vas deferens, which is the conveyor belt for sperm.

That is a surgery, but this new method that researchers are experimenting with, they're basically plugging up a tube with a gel that can either dissolve or be removed at a later date. So that, you know, it's pretty easy placement--it's just plugging a hole, like a stopper to a sink that you can remove.

Basically capitalize on the convenience of having sperm so readily accessible, like right there in the testes, which hang outside the body. A lot harder to reach eggs that are hiding out in ovaries: deep in the abdominal cavity sometimes.

Rosin: Wait, you're saying it's easier? Like, biologically, the male contraception is an easier proposition?

Wu: Certain parts of it are. Others aren't. As you can imagine, some of the more challenging things is there are so many sperm being produced constantly, and so many sperm in, you know, every attempt at conception that it can be hard to get them all. But on the flipside of that, we only have to reduce sperm counts to a certain degree, not to zero, to make someone effectively infertile, even if only temporarily.

Rosin: Right. Okay. I'm seeing a theme here, which is: quick and easy.

Wu: Absolutely. And I think about the diversity of options. I mean, I've only named two, but we've already covered something that is super long-acting and reversible--the set-it-and-forget-it kind of method. One is hormonal. One is non-hormonal. And there are others still that could be a pill that you may only have to take occasionally, rather than every day, to, like, stop your sperm from being motile.

Rosin: And how plausible are these things? Definitely a train that's coming into our station? Like, this is definitely going to happen at some point?

Wu: I think some of these methods are far enough along--probably that topical cream, especially--that, you know, researchers, even ones who aren't directly involved with the trials, are pretty optimistic that, yeah, maybe sometime in the 2030s, this will really become a reality.

I think even just having a couple options for men on the market will be a big step toward equity. But there are also some kind of frustrating things about how exactly that's going to manifest.

Rosin: What do you mean? Why?

Wu: Oh, right. So I think we have both noticed, as I've been talking through these options with you, that these sound pretty great. Obviously some unexpected hurdles could arise, some unexpected side effects could still crop up, but so far it really is looking like we're fast approaching a reality in which men are going to have easy access to super-convenient, super-effective birth control that hardly gives them any side effects at all.

While in the meantime, millions of women are like: Oh no, I have terrible acne again, or I have extreme pain because my IUD is doing weird stuff to my body. And that just seems like we could be doing better.

And I mean, this is not an accident. And I think that is one of the most frustrating parts of this. From the get-go, the researchers involved in developing male contraception have paid extra-close attention to: Can we develop products for which there will be almost no side effects? And can we be extra vigilant about this, so that these products are going to be basically the most convenient, easy things ever, with almost zero risks?

Rosin: Okay, now I'm speechlessly infuriated. So, okay, just to summarize: You're just saying that what's on the table, what they've been very vigilant about, is: Let's make sure this is easy. Like, it doesn't have side effects, and it's easy. And they didn't really worry about that too much with women.

Now, what I was hoping you would say is that, scientifically, it's just too difficult, too hard to devise birth control for women that is that free and easy. But you're not saying that. You're just saying it just wasn't a priority--we don't know if it's easy or doable.

Wu: Absolutely there have been different sets of standards for men and women. And the argument for this, over the years, has been one that--depending on who you are and how you feel about a bunch of different things--you may find reasonable or not. This idea that, yeah, it's the woman who gets pregnant, the woman who must bear, literally, the risk of pregnancy.

And so, she has more to lose if the contraception doesn't work. And so she should be willing to take on more risks with contraception that she takes, because she's weighing that against the risk of pregnancy. For men, you're taking contraception inevitably to prevent pregnancy in someone else.

And so, it's not: Am I going to get this headache? versus--become pregnant.

It's: Am I going to get this headache? versus--nothing.

Rosin: Right; the incentives have to be extra strong. Like, it has to be extra easy to get men to play along with this.

Wu: Yeah, I think it's both a marketability thing, but they also do have to contend with these kind of independent safety boards. And those safety boards have certainly been stricter about saying, "Well, if we really are doing the risk-benefit calculation of every step along this clinical trial, we're going to do the math a little bit differently, because we know what the risks are in Scenario 1 and the risks are in Scenario 2."

And so, like, it's kind of funny, because there have been trials for male contraception in the past that were paused by these independent safety boards because they were thinking, Oh my God, the math is not working out. The risks to men are so great. And meanwhile, participants in the trial that was paused were actually like, "Actually, I would have kept going with this if you'd let me," so... [Laughs.]

Rosin: Wait, but were those a question of safety? Or what was the challenge there?

Wu: Right. So this was a trial that was stopped in 2011. Basically, this independent safety committee determined that the drug side effects outweighed the potential benefits. But the side effects were mainly mood swings and depression.

They were experiencing side effects that I would certainly say a lot of women go through with their own birth control--even nowadays with our updated methods.

I will freely admit that I was pretty frustrated when I learned about this. At the same time--and maybe this is the cynical part of my brain speaking up--it didn't shock me.

I think, at face value, this illustrates the double standard that is absolutely still going on with birth control. And at the same time, it also is almost sickly validating. Because for anyone who is sitting here wondering Why don't we have these options yet?: This is it. This can help to explain a lot, and I think this illustrates what has to be overcome.

Rosin: So we're edging toward the scientific breakthroughs, but it sounds like we still have cultural barriers to overcome: notions about masculinity, responsibility, promiscuity--all that. After the break.

[Music]

Rosin: Alright, we're back. Katie, we've been talking about equalizing this burden between men and women. What gets in the way of that? In the past, what's stopped that from happening?

Wu: I think we struggle to reconcile some of the common side effects we associate with birth control with our modern conceptions of masculinity. Is it especially not okay for a dude to take a drug and have his sex drive go down? To undergo mood swings and get really emotional? To break out with acne in his 30s? We have, for whatever reason, socialized that to be normal and acceptable for women, but this is not a norm that we've been taught to accept for men. And I think there may be an additional struggle there.

Also, certainly anyone who has a problem with female contraception right now in today's world is going to have some concerns about male contraception and, you know, the implications of that for promiscuity. How we think about sex for the purpose of, you know, not conceiving, but just having sex.

I mean, God, I would love to see people re-conceptualize this as like, "Who's allowed to have a sex drive?" Right? We've been so cagey about men losing their sex drive for x, y, and z reasons, to the point that this is a prominent concern in trials for male contraception. If that can help inspire more enlightened thinking about how important it is for women to maintain a sex drive--and for them to even have a sex drive to begin with, and for that to be culturally okay--that would be fantastic.

Rosin: Yeah. Hear, hear. Okay. So, we understand now that the pill was a massive cultural revolution. We can see that now. From everything you're saying, there is a possibility that we're on the brink of another moment like that.

Like, there could be--maybe you're laughing inside--but, could we, if male contraception, if they figure out how to message it correctly, if it starts to show up slowly and then be accepted in the mainstream, is there a possibility that it helps build a sense of genuine shared risk and responsibility for sex and having a baby?

Wu: I hope so. I mean, I certainly see this future playing out in gradients rather than a switch being flipped. And any step in the direction of more equity I will take it. I do fully anticipate that there is going to be pushback against male birth control. I mean, there already is. I think if you go into the darker corners of the internet, you will see that people are freaking out about the fact that these trials are even happening, and like--"Why bother? The women already have it fixed." Blah, blah, blah, blah. You can imagine the sorts of things that people are already saying.

Rosin: Because why? Because it destroys masculinity? Like, I don't actually know what the cultural, even if it's the dark cultural resistance...

Wu: I will admit it's hard for me to get into this space, as someone who has never felt this way. And I also, I am not a man. But I do think there are some concerns about masculinity. The production of a lot of sperm is very tied up in traditional notions of masculinity, and this is something that would directly imperil that. I also think there is just a lot of pushback against the newness of the notion that contraception should be a shared risk.

For people who think that box was checked long ago by products being made available for women, this seems like an unnecessary additional risk for huge swaths of men to be taking on.

Rosin: Got it. Right. Now, among the scientists, do you get the sense that the future they see is a possible replacement for the pill in lots of quarters? Because I can imagine a situation where: A couple sits down, they're looking at a male contraception that has virtually no side effects. Most female contraceptives have some side effects--some very significant side effects. And they would choose the male contraceptive.

Wu: Yeah, it's a great question. And opinions about this are a little divided. I think a lot of researchers are curious to see what is going to happen. I can see on an individual-to-individual basis how, for a lot of couples where the woman has really struggled with the side effects of birth control, or not wanting to go through somewhat invasive procedures to have longer-acting methods placed.

There are many good reasons to not be excited about women's contraception right now. There may be a scenario in which male birth control replaces female birth control within those couples. But I also have heard from a lot of people that they don't expect overall-population or community-wide enthusiasm for female contraception to really diminish all that much.

There are going to be a lot of couples who want to team up and use multiple methods at once. You know, why not? That will that much more decrease the chances of pregnancy.

It's almost like using both an IUD and a condom, but splitting that even more equitably between men and women at this point.

And then I think this is a slightly more cynical reason, but there are going to be plenty of women who don't trust their male partners to fully take on the responsibility, even if that does become pharmaceutically an option.

Is the male partner in the scenario going to apply that cream regularly enough?

Rosin: Right. Like, it definitely opens up the question of shared responsibility. It doesn't necessarily explode it, so that we're all of a sudden living in a different world. But I do feel like it inches closer. And I am thinking about what changes in society if we start to think of preventing the birth of the child as also the responsibility of a man. We kind of vaguely do now--like a condom, very vaguely. But when a man has many, many options, it becomes harder to duck, you know?

Wu: Right.

Rosin: It shifts the burden of vigilance.

Wu: I would hope so. I'm sure there will still be a lot of lingering sentiment that women's contraception should be the biggest safety net here, because unfortunately some men will continue to see this as a still very low-stakes endeavor for themselves. But we'll see. I think another thing that I am excited about that could shift things culturally, and just make all of this feel easier for women in a kind of indirect way, is maybe this could inspire female contraception to be less riddled with side effects, to be more convenient, you know, to take some inspiration from the male side of things.

Why can't we revamp female contraception at the same time?

Not just by saying, "Hey, there are more options for your partner to take," but "There are also better options for you to take, too."

Rosin: So, just to end here: An equitable world for you, given where you know the science is going and what's possible, what would it look like?

Wu: Well, it would certainly go beyond contraception. Probably.

Rosin: We can go there if you want. I was mostly thinking about like, let's limit it to the pharmacy aisle. Like, if we're talking about contraception, and I'm going to a doctor or walking down the aisle, what is equitable?

Wu: I mean, I think there are a lot of ways to imagine how that future would be different. Certainly pharmacy shelves would look different. But also would we have, you know, a revolution in medicine? Would we train a huge contingent of doctors to be a larger counterpart to what we currently see as the realm of OBGYNs?

And, you know, would those conversations start to happen with men? Would we, like, regularly check in with men about their sperm counts, their fertility, how they're participating in their partner's health? That sort of thing.

And I would certainly hope that there would be expanded thinking about how to access these options. Like, how are we going to think about who is able to access them, how insurance is going to cover them? You know, what is going to require a prescription versus what can just be grabbed off the counter.

If there's going to be a huge disparity in the methods that are available, can we at least think about, like, making several options freely accessible to men and several options being freely accessible to women, so that it's not creating or reinforcing the sort of gender disparity that we've been talking about?

There are just so many things. And like, gosh, even how sex ed is taught in schools. That could really start to change young people's minds about gender and sexual freedom and just the culture around all of this, from really early.

Rosin: Oh, wow. Okay. I hadn't thought of this. You're blowing my mind now. So basically what you're talking about is all of the complications and variations and the whole idiom we're used to around women's health. That same equivalent starts to develop for men--not just male contraception, but at every step.

Like they're taught in schools. Not just "wear a condom" but that it's their responsibility to take contraceptions, and how contraceptions affect them. They talk to the doctors about what the contraception will do to them. You know, they talk to their partners, and on and on. And that's where you get a sense of equal investment, price paid and joy, in the whole process of family planning.

Wu: Totally. And I think what's fascinating about this is: You can even think about the tale of these interventions being different for men and women. Women go through menopause. Men don't. You know, there's a universe in which men and women, young men and women, maybe start to think about contraception, use contraception around the same time. But maybe because men might end up using it for several more decades than women in this utopian future that we're imagining, you know, maybe that actually helps push things, again, in the direction of, "Yeah, this is actually something that should really be a normal, natural, sustained part of how we envision male health, and what it means to be a man alive for multiple decades in this world."

Rosin: Wow. Yes. Okay. My thinking on this has been so limited, and you've just thoroughly expanded it. So thank you so much for that.

Wu: Happy to help.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend, 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 Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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No, No, No

<em>Back to Black</em> re-creates the tragedy of what happened to Amy Winehouse without trying to understand it.<strong> </strong>

by Spencer Kornhaber




Watching Back to Black, the new Amy Winehouse biopic, made me want to look up footage of the late British singer to be reminded of her originality and her liveliness, which no work of fiction could hope to ever fully capture. But in the search process, I ended up staring, for an inordinate amount of time, at Funko Pop dolls. Winehouse has been sold in three versions of the ubiquitous collectible figurines. Each affixes her trademark Cleopatra makeup to the same blank, black eyes that grace the Funkos of superheroes, sports mascots, and various other figures who did not sing songs about oblivion and then die of alcohol poisoning at age 27.

To say that Back to Black gives Winehouse the Funko treatment on the big screen would not quite be fair; the movie renders her life with some intelligence, mercy, and painterly craft. But it certainly partakes in the tradition of turning a complex human being into a generic image, defined by superficial traits and tics, for other people to project their feelings upon. No great entertainer ever escapes this fate, but Back to Black should be an occasion to ask why cultural canonization requires such a relentless sanitizing process, and who is served by this sugarcoating.

Back to Black begins with the adolescent Winehouse (played by Marisa Abela) at home with her boisterous, working-class Jewish family, singing jazz standards together. The spicy and sad songs she writes in her bedroom soon earn her international stardom--though she's far less interested in the fame game than in her romance with Blake Fielder-Civil (Jack O'Connell), whom the film portrays as a pub-dwelling bad boy who snorts cocaine before breakfast. Her cabbie father, Mitch (Eddie Marsan); her flinty grandmother, Cynthia (Lesley Manville); and her manager Nick (Sam Buchanan) try to steer her toward stability, while paparazzi, industry pressures, and drugs tip her toward destruction. Winehouse's real-life trajectory was chaotic, but Sam Taylor-Johnson's filmmaking relays the emotional beats in appealingly direct ways. During Winehouse's exciting come-up, London's graffiti pops colorfully in the background; later, as she sinks into drugs and isolation, the city feels dead and desaturated.

Abela is a remarkable actor best known for her role on the HBO and BBC banking drama Industry. That show subverts her pageant-worthy poise and winsomeness; she plays a devil disguised as an ingenue. But in Back to Black, she's playing an ingenue disguised as one of the most caustic and willful pop stars ever. Abela nails many of Winehouse's mannerisms, though the mouth movements she makes while singing scat vocals do look like something Kristen Wiig would do on Saturday Night Live. The bigger problem is that her version of Winehouse is unshakably sweet and hapless, a puppy dog in smeared eyeliner. Each defiant or self-destructive choice she makes therefore feels oddly under-motivated, even arbitrary.

Read: Is old music killing new music?

This is more the fault of the script than the acting. The film does not really attempt a coherent argument about what forces created such a sui generis artist, or about the ones that drove her to doom. It touches lightly upon various themes of her story--such as the U.K. tabloid industry's savagery--without saying much about them. The one point of emphasis is Winehouse's pivotal and intense relationship with Fielder-Civil. Their temporary breakup inspired the lyrics of her breakthrough album, Back to Black, and the best sequence of the film depicts her recording that masterpiece while stunned numb from heartbreak. But the film fails to conjure an on-screen version of Fielder-Civil with any charm, much less a perspective. The viewer is left feeling, as many onlookers at the time were, baffled by the romance.

Back to Black's cast and crew have talked proudly about not portraying anyone as a "villain," cutting against media narratives blaming Fielder-Civil, Mitch, or anyone else for Winehouse's struggles. The film wants to be a counterweight to the 2015 documentary Amy, which collaged material from throughout Winehouse's life to disturbing effect. Some viewers condemned that film for using lurid paparazzi footage of Winehouse at her lowest, and Mitch has said he was portrayed unfairly. But whatever the validity of such critiques, Amy did attempt to place Winehouse's life within a complex web of cause and effect, personal and cultural. After all, if we are going to re-create a tragedy, should we not try to understand it?

Back to Black, by contrast, just makes entertainment out of a saga that was, and should be, excruciating to witness. Winehouse is reduced to a list of traits--beehive hair, jazz inflections, inexorable addiction--that can be easily reproduced in merchandise and licensing for many more years to come. What's especially jarring is that the film romanticizes Winehouse's distaste for  stardom, careerism, and money itself ("I ain't no Spice Girl," she says early on). The image of the iconoclastic, pure artist remains broadly marketable; the ideals behind that image, less so.
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The Cruel Social Experiment of Reality TV

The new Hulu film about an atrocious moment in '90s television is shocking, but revelatory.

by Sophie Gilbert




More than a decade after watching it, I still get twitchy thinking about "White Bear," an early episode of Black Mirror that stands as one of the most discomfiting installments of television I've seen. A woman (played by Lenora Crichlow) groggily wakes up in a strange house whose television sets are broadcasting the same mysterious symbol. When she goes outside, the people she encounters silently film her on their phones or menacingly wield shotguns and chainsaws. Eventually, trapped in a deserted building, the woman seizes a gun and shoots one of her tormentors, but the weapon surprises her by firing confetti instead of bullets. The walls around her suddenly swing open; she's revealed to be the star of a sadistic live event devised to punish her repeatedly for a crime she once committed but can't remember. "In case you haven't guessed ... you aren't very popular," the show's host tells the terrified woman, as the audience roars its approval. "But I'll tell you what you are, though. You're famous."

"White Bear" indelibly digs into a number of troublesome 21st-century media phenomena: a populace numbed into passive consumption of cruel spectacle, the fetishistic rituals of public shaming, the punitive nature of many "reality" shows. The episode's grand reveal, a television staple by the time it premiered in 2013, is its own kind of punishment: The extravagant theatrics serve as a reminder that everything that's happened to the woman has been a deliberate construction--a series of manipulations in service of other people's entertainment.

The contrast between the aghast subject and the gleeful audience, clapping like seals, is almost too jarring to bear. And yet a version of this moment really happened, as seen about an hour into The Contestant, Hulu's dumbfounding documentary about a late-'90s Japanese TV experiment. For 15 months, a wannabe comedian called Tomoaki Hamatsu (nicknamed "Nasubi," or "eggplant," in reference to the length of his head) has been confined, naked, to a single room filled with magazines, and tasked with surviving--and winning his way out, if he could hit a certain monetary target--by entering competitions to win prizes. The entire time, without his knowledge or consent, he's also been broadcast on a variety show called Susunu! Denpa Shonen.

Before he's freed, Nasubi is blindfolded, dressed for travel, transported to a new location, and led into a small room that resembles the one he's been living in. Wearily, accepting that he's not being freed but merely moved, he takes off his clothes as if to return to his status quo. Then, the walls collapse around him to reveal the studio, the audience, the stage, the cameras. Confetti flutters through the air. Nasubi immediately grabs a pillow to conceal his genitals. "My house fell down," he says, in shock. The audience cackles at his confusion. "Why are they laughing?" he asks. They laugh even harder.

Since The Contestant debuted earlier this month, reviews and responses have homed in on how outlandish its subject matter is, dubbing it a study of the "most evil reality show ever" and "a terrifying and bizarre true story." The documentary focuses intently on Nasubi's experience, contrasting his innocence and sweetness with the producer who tormented him, a Machiavellian trickster named Toshio Tsuchiya. Left unstudied, though, is the era the series emerged from. The late '90s embodied an anything-goes age of television: In the United States, series such as Totally Hidden Video and Shocking Behavior Caught on Tape drew millions of viewers by humiliating people caught doing dastardly things on camera. But Tsuchiya explains that he had a more anthropological mission in mind. "We were trying to show the most basic primitive form of human being," he tells The Contestant's director. Nasubi was Tsuchiya's grand human experiment.

The cruelty with which Nasubi was treated seems horrifying now, and outrageously unethical. Before he started winning contests, he got by on a handful of crackers fed to him by the producers, then fiber jelly (one of his first successful prizes), then dog food. His frame whittles down in front of our eyes. "If he hadn't won rice, he would have died," a producer says, casually. The question of why Nasubi didn't just leave the room hangs in the air, urgent and mostly unexamined. "Staying put, not causing trouble is the safest option," Nasubi explains in the documentary. "It's a strange psychological state. You lose the will to escape."

But the timing of his confinement also offers a clue about why he might have stayed: 1998, when the comedian was first confined, was a moment in flux, caught between the technological innovations that were rapidly changing mass culture and the historical atrocities of the 20th century. Enabled by the internet, lifecasters such as Jennifer Ringley were exposing their unfiltered lives online as a kind of immersive sociological experiment. Webcams allowed exhibitionists and curious early adopters to present themselves for observation as novel subjects in a human zoo. Even before the release of The Truman Show, which came out in the U.S. a few months after Nasubi was first put on camera, a handful of provocateur producers were brainstorming new formats for unscripted television, egged on by the uninhibited bravado and excess of '90s media. These creators acted as all-seeing, all-knowing authorities whose word was absolute. And their subjects, not yet familiar with the "rules" of an emerging genre, often didn't know what they were allowed to contest. Of Tsuchiya, Nasubi remembers, "It was almost like I was worshiping a god."

In his manipulation of Nasubi, Tsuchiya was helping pioneer a new kind of art form, one that would lead to the voyeurism of 2000s series such as Big Brother and Survivor, not to mention more recent shows such Married at First Sight and Love Is Blind. But the spectacle of Nasubi's confinement also represented a hypothesis that had long preoccupied creators and psychologists alike, and that reality television has never really moved on from. If you manufacture absurd, monstrous situations with which to torment unwitting dupes, what will they do? What will we learn? And, most vital to the people in charge, how many viewers will be compelled to watch?

Some popular-culture historians consider the first reality show to be MTV's The Real World, a 1992 series that deliberately provoked conflict by putting strangers together in an unfamiliar environment. Others cite PBS's 1973 documentary series An American Family, which filmed a supposedly prototypical California household over several months, in a conceit that the French philosopher Jean Baudrillard called the "dissolution of TV in life, dissolution of life in TV."

But the origins of what happened to Nasubi seem to lie most directly in a series that ran on and off from 1948 to 2014: Candid Camera. Its creator, Allen Funt, was a radio operator in the Army Signal Corps during World War II; while stationed in Oklahoma, he set up a "gripe booth" for soldiers to record their complaints about military service. Knowing they were being taped, the subjects held back, which led Funt to record people secretly in hopes of capturing more honest reactions. His first creative effort was The Candid Microphone, a radio show. The series put its subjects in perplexing situations to see how they'd respond: Funt gave strangers exploding cigarettes, asked a baker to make a "disgusting" birthday cake, and even chained his secretary to his desk and hired a locksmith to "free" her for her lunch break. "With the candid microphone, we are at the beginning of the Age of the Involuntary Amateur," one critic wrote in 1947. "The possibilities are limitless; the prospect is horrifying." Sure enough, a TV series soon followed.

For all that critic's revulsion, Funt was earnest about the potentially revelatory power of his shows. He was seemingly influenced by two parallel trends. One was a sociological school of thought that was trying urgently to analyze human nature following a wave of real barbarities: the Holocaust, the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Stalin's great purges. The other was an interest in art that captured the contours of real life, in an outgrowth of the naturalist movement that had come out of the late 19th century. Emile Zola, one of its practitioners, argued in The Experimental Novel that fiction writers were essentially omnipotent forces dropping characters into realistic situations to consider how they might respond. Literature, he argued, was "a real experiment that a novelist makes on man."

The invention of television, as the academic Tony E. Jackson has argued, offered a more literal and scientific medium within which creators could manipulate real human subjects. This was where Candid Camera came into play. Funt's practical jokes--setting up a subject in an elevator in which every other person suddenly turns their back to him--tended to consider the nature of compliance, and what humans will go along with rather than be outliers. Candid Camera was considered so rich a work that Funt was asked to donate episodes to Cornell University's psychology department for further study.

Funt was also highly influential to Stanley Milgram, a social psychologist who turned his Yale studies on conformity into a documentary titled Obedience. The Milgram experiment, conducted in 1961, asked members of the public to inflict fellow subjects with electric shocks--faked, unknown to them--when ordered to do so by an authority figure. Inspired by the 1961 trial of the Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann, and the experience of his own family members who'd survived concentration camps, Milgram tweaked the Candid Camera model to more explicitly study how far people would follow orders before they objected. As the film professor Anna McCarthy has written, Milgram paid particular attention to the theatrical elements of his work. He even considered using recordings of humans screaming in real, rather than simulated, pain to maximize the authenticity of the subject's experience. "It is possible that the kind of understanding of man I seek is an amalgam of science and art," Milgram wrote in 1962. "It is sure to be rejected by the scientists as well as the artists, but for me it carries significance."

This studied interest in human nature continued in PBS's An American Family; its presentation of ordinary life up close, the anthropologist Margaret Mead once argued, was "as important for our time as were the invention of the drama and the novel for earlier generations--a new way for people to understand themselves." Throughout the later decades of the 20th century, television was similarly fixated on exposure, although shock value quickly took priority over genuine curiosity and analysis. During the '90s, on talk shows such as The Jerry Springer Show and Maury, people confessed their most damning secrets to anyone who cared to watch. Series including Cops and America's Most Wanted offered a more lurid, voyeuristic look at crime and the darkness of human nature.

Read: The paranoid style in American entertainment

By the time Tsuchiya had the idea to confine a man to a single apartment to see whether he could survive the ordeal, the concept of humiliation-as-revelation was well established. "I told [Nasubi] that most of it would never be aired," the producer explains in The Contestant. "When someone hears that, they stop paying attention to the camera. That's when you can really capture a lot." As an organizing principle for how to get the most interesting footage, it seems to stem right from Funt's secret recordings of people in the 1940s. Tsuchiya appeared to be motivated by his desire to observe behavior that had never been seen before on film--"to capture something amazing ... an aspect of humanity that only I, only this show, could capture." And extremity, to him, was necessary, because it was the only way to provoke responses that would be new, and thus thrilling to witness.

The reality-show boom of the early 2000s was intimately informed by this same intention. When Big Brother debuted in Holland in 1999, it was broadly advertised as a social experiment in which audiences could observe contestants under constant surveillance like rats in a lab; the show was compared by one Dutch psychologist to the Stanford prison experiment. (Another called the show's design "the wet dream of a psychological researcher.") The 2002 British show The Experiment even directly imitated both the Stanford setup and Milgram's work on obedience. But although such early series may have had honest intentions, their willingness to find dramatic fodder in moments of human calamity was exploited by a barrage of crueler series that would follow. The 2004 series There's Something About Miriam had six men compete for the affections of a 21-year-old model from Mexico, who was revealed in the finale to be transgender--an obscene gotcha moment that mimics the structure of Candid Camera. Without a dramatic conclusion, a nonfiction series is just a filmed record of events. But with a last-act revelation, it's a drama.

Contemporary audiences, blessedly, have a more informed understanding of ethics, of entrapment, and of the duty of care TV creators have to their subjects. In 2018, the British show Love Island spawned a national debate about gaslighting after one contestant was deemed to be manipulating another. There's no question that what happened to Nasubi would trigger a mass outcry today. But reality TV is still built on the same ideological imperatives--the desire to see people set up in manifestly absurd scenarios for our entertainment. The Emmy-nominated 2023 series Jury Duty is essentially a kinder episode of Candid Camera extended into a whole season, and the internet creator known as MrBeast, the purveyor of ridiculous challenges and stunts, has the second most-subscribed channel on all of YouTube. What's most remarkable about The Contestant now is how its subject managed to regain his faith in human nature, despite everything he endured. But the ultimate goal of so many contemporary shows is still largely the same as it was 25 years ago: to manufacture a novel kind of social conflict, sit back, and watch what happens.
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The Eight Dynamics That Will Shape the Election

And that will decide the outcome in November

by David A. Graham




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


Where, exactly, are we in the election cycle right now?

In most election years, figuring this out is fairly easy, but in 2024, it's not so simple. When Donald Trump locked up the Republican nomination in March, reporters declared that the general election had begun. But what's going on is not yet a midsummer campaign, nor does it feel like one. President Joe Biden has started stumping more aggressively and giving more interviews, but he's also been consumed by domestic and foreign crises. Trump's time is consumed by a different kind of domestic crisis: He spends most days in a Manhattan courtroom defending against claims that he broke the law in covering up a sexual liaison. When he's not in court, however, his rallies have been infrequent.

Political polling offers some sense of where things stand. Experts warn against reading too much into polls at this stage, and the industry is deeply flawed, but polls are nevertheless the best tool available for assessing voters' attitudes. They have for months now suggested a small but consistent lead for Trump, with Biden closing the gap somewhat. A survey Monday from The New York Times and Siena College, typically one of the accurate polls, finds Trump leading Biden in five key swing states.

Predicting elections at this point is a game for fools, charlatans, and political strategists (though I repeat myself). But we can identify the biggest questions and dynamics that are shaping the race now and pointing toward how it might look in November.



1. Does Biden Fall?

Not metaphorically--literally. Voters have consistently expressed concern that both presidential candidates are too old, but the sentiment is especially strong in the case of Biden, the older of the two men. Though little evidence suggests mental slippage on the part of the president, his stiff gait and physical stumbles have created jitters. His commanding State of the Union address helped quiet discussion, but a serious fall or other ailment would thrust the matter back into the center, with potentially devastating results. Trump, it's worth noting, faces some of the same risks. He's also very old, and his naps during his trial have drawn scrutiny.

2. Trump's High Floor and Low Ceiling

In the 2016 election, Donald Trump won 46.1 percent of the popular vote. As president, his Gallup approval rating hovered around 40, occasionally peaking as high as 49 but typically sitting lower. During the 2020 election, he polled mostly in the low 40s and won 46.8 percent of the popular vote. This cycle, polls place him (wait for it) in the mid-40s. As of this writing, the RealClearPolitics average has him at 46.1 percent, perfectly matching his 2016 result, to Biden's 44.9. What years of experience of Trump have shown is that nothing he does can lose him the support of his base--roughly 40 percent of the electorate--and nothing he does can win him the approval of more than about 49 percent. His fate, and thus that of the election, is written in those nine percentage points: How much can he push the number up, and how much can Biden eat into it?

3. Whither, or Wither, the Economy?

Another thing that seems set in stone: Voters simply aren't going to decide that they love "Bidenomics," no matter how good the economic numbers look. (My colleague Roge Karma has a good discussion of why.) A majority also trust Republicans more on the economy, as they have for decades, even though Republicans have presided over economic calamities in 1987, 2001, 2008, and 2020. But how negative, or neutral, voters feel come November will matter. The economy has continued to add jobs quickly, although the rate of growth slowed in April. The generally solid economy would seem to be good news for Biden and Democrats, except that it means the Federal Reserve is less likely to reduce interest rates as its board tries to keep inflation in check.

Quinta Jurecic: The 2024 election already isn't normal

4. These Men and Women Are Nihilists

My colleague Derek Thompson has written about the tranche of voters who just seem to want chaos and upheaval, and the Times/Siena poll turns up more information about them. More than half of Americans, 55 percent, say the political and economic system needs major changes; 14 percent say it should be torn down entirely. Only about a quarter think Biden would make major changes or tear it down, versus 70 percent who say Trump would. Voters who think that Biden's changes would be good are in roughly equal proportion to those who think they would be bad (each about a quarter). For Trump, 43 percent say his changes would be good, while 35 percent say they'd be bad. Unsurprisingly, Trump leads among tear-it-all-down voters, but overall the results are a bit incoherent. (As I have written, Trump's anti-system pose is a sham; his biggest changes would be to weaken democracy and to enrich himself and his allies.)

5. Biden's Status-Quo Problem

Here's the flip side of the burn-it-all-down matter: In 2020, Biden ran promising a return to normalcy after the Trump years. In some ways, he has delivered that--the chaotic White House no longer dominates the news--but in other ways, it has been beyond his control, as in the case of sustained inflation. Either way, voters aren't pleased with the status quo, and as long as the election is a referendum on that, Biden will struggle. This leaves the president in the difficult position of trying to both tout stability and norms but also promise change from his own first term. The fact is that Biden has set in motion some major structural reforms in the U.S. economy, but many of those changes are either little understood by voters or too slow to have shown up yet.

6. Judgment Day

With each passing week, the chances increase that the only trial Trump faces before Election Day is the current one in Manhattan, on charges that he falsified business records to cover up a sexual liaison. That's good news for the former president, who has managed to stall the other cases against him. The bad news is that the Manhattan trial has highlighted some things that have always made a sizable block of voters nervous about Trump: his lies, his scandals, and his tendency to create drama and disorder. But what effect this will have, if any, is a little murky: Polls suggest that a felony conviction would lose him some votes, but how many is hard to predict. Trump is also dealing with some civil cases. Generally, news about his legal issues seems to both solidify his base and turn off other voters whom he needs to build a winning majority.

7. The Return of Split Tickets?

Once upon a time, voters routinely split their votes between Democrats and Republicans. But as the two have sorted into homogenous conservative and liberal parties, and as Americans have become more polarized, ticket-splitting is less and less common. Could it make a rebound this year? Well, maybe. The Times/Siena poll shows Democrats leading in U.S. Senate races in Arizona, Nevada, and Pennsylvania--even as Biden trails in all three in the same poll. In Michigan, Democrats have made gains in recent years, but Biden looks shaky. In Ohio, Democrats hope that Senator Sherrod Brown can win, although Trump is expected to carry the state; in deep-blue Maryland, Republican Larry Hogan, a popular former governor, may have the edge for an open Senate seat. The question is whether voters actually follow through come November, or end up closer to the recent pattern of mostly voting a straight ticket.

8. The Third-Party Factor

Both the Biden and Trump teams seem rattled by the resilience of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s campaign; Kennedy is now polling around 10 percent on average. Which of the two major candidates he might hurt more is hard to say, and polls have been equivocal on this point. Trump's campaign has recently unleashed broadsides against Kennedy, and Biden's allies have started to pound him too. Even so, third-party candidates tend to fade as the election draws closer, and Kennedy may follow the same pattern. A key question is whether he gets invited to the presidential debates with Biden and Trump. Neither the Green Party nominee, Jill Stein, nor the independent Cornel West will be onstage, but in tightly contested swing states, they too could win enough votes to give Trump victory.
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The New York Trump Case Is Kind of Perfect

I thought this trial was a sideshow; I now think I was wrong.

by George T. Conway III




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

Not all that long ago, I thought that the trial currently being held in The People of the State of New York v. Donald J. Trump would be the last one I'd want to see as the first one tried against the former president. It seemed the least serious of the cases against him. Here's a man who tried to overthrow American democracy by launching a coup to stay in power. A man who allegedly stole dozens of boxes of classified national-security documents from the White House, some containing secrets about other countries' nuclear-weapons capabilities, then lied about the documents, concealed them, and obstructed a federal investigation about them.

I thought I would have strongly preferred the cases about those matters to have gone first, particularly the secret-documents case, which substantively would be a lock, were it not for the judge overseeing it. But I feel the need to admit error. The truth is, I've come around to the view that People v. Trump is, in at least some ways, the perfect case to put Trump in the dock for the first time, and--I hope, but we'll see--perhaps prison.

Because this case really captures Donald Trump. The legal commentariat have been engaged in an odd debate about what to call it. "The Stormy Daniels case." "The hush-money case." "The porn-star-hush-money case." (Personally, that's always been my favorite, and I think it sounds even better in German--Pornostarschweigegeldrechtsfall.) The more legally precise would like it to be known as "the New York business-records-falsification case," because that's what the New York penal code says it is. Some high-minded people I know prefer "the New York election-interference prosecution," because it involves the concealment of a matter that might well have affected the outcome of the 2016 presidential race.

All these locutions work, but what the case is really about is Trump's modus operandi--lying. He's a matryoshka doll of mendacity. He lies, usually lies some more, and then often lies about the lies he's previously told. He told at least 30,573 lies while president, by The Washington Post's count. He lies almost whenever he opens his mouth, even when truth would better serve him. To be sure, his other criminal cases involve lies--lies about the 2016 election, lies about the military secrets he stole. But the alleged lies in People v. Trump strike at the core of his moral putrescence--and Trump knows it. They are lies allegedly meant to cover up a tawdry man's tawdry behavior. The case truly embodies Donald Trump. And for that reason, I think, it deeply disturbs him.

That's what stood out to me last Thursday as I sat in court watching the second day of the cross-examination of the prosecution's witness, Stormy Daniels, who had taken the stand to testify that she'd met the defendant at a celebrity golf tournament on the south shore of Lake Tahoe in 2006, that he invited her to his room at Harrah's hotel and casino there (ostensibly as a prelude to dinner), that she (rather unenthusiastically) acceded to his advance, that they then (rather briefly) had sex, and then that, 10 years later, days before the defendant won the 2016 presidential election, she was paid off by the defendant's fixer and lawyer, Michael Cohen, to keep her mouth shut about it all. (Trump denies having had sex with Daniels, and he also denies having falsified records in an effort to suppress reports of the liaison.)

Strictly speaking, Daniels's testimony wasn't necessary--particularly the details about the sex. The case is about whether Trump caused the falsification of business records at his business, and whether that falsification was intended to cover up another crime (among other offenses, violations of the Federal Election Campaign Act). Daniels has absolutely nothing to say about the Trump Organization's business records, and the fact that she was ultimately paid the hush money isn't in dispute. The sex strictly doesn't matter: If Daniels and Trump didn't have sex--as Trump maintains--but the facts alleged by the New York County District Attorney's Office were otherwise the same and proved, Trump could still be found guilty of a Class E felony under the New York penal law.

But as we have so often seen over the past nine years, Trump's instinctive, narcissistic mendacity came into self-defeating play once again--this time by making Daniels's testimony more significant than it had to be. It's hard to imagine that many sentient, honest human beings could believe Trump's denials of having congressed with Daniels. Yet Trump continues to insist on denying it--not only in public, but in court. And not only is sex not an element of the crime, but his strongest defense--the one he could actually skate on--will be to argue that there is insufficient evidence that he knew his people were falsifying business records. This defense faces many problems--including that Trump personally signed (on the Resolute desk!) some checks (made out to Cohen) in packets with false backup attached. Still, Trump would have been best off having his lawyers focus their efforts on the question of his knowledge and intent regarding the payments.

As usual, though, this defendant just couldn't help himself. The prosecution was entitled to put on evidence of the sex to establish Trump's motive for the payoff and cover-up. The defendant could have had his lawyers not dispute the point, even stipulate to it. What's the harm? His political supporters stand by him even though he's already a civilly adjudicated sex offender, so why would they care one whit about what he did consensually for a couple of minutes with an adult-film actor once upon a time in Stateline, Nevada? Had he not insisted on contesting the point, Daniels might not have had to testify, or at least she might have been on and off the stand in a flash. Because, again, what ultimately matters in the case happened mostly in New York City in 2016.

Trump's insistence on pointlessly contesting Daniels's veracity entitled the prosecution to draw her account out even more than it otherwise could have--not only to establish a record on why Trump would have been motivated to hush Daniels up (because sex), but to bolster her credibility with detail of her recollection (about sex). As Justice Juan Merchan later told the defense counsel in denying their motion for a mistrial:

Your denial [of a sexual encounter] puts the jury in a position of having to choose who they believe: Donald Trump, who denies there was an encounter, or Stormy Daniels, who claims there was.
 Although the People do not have to prove that a sexual encounter actually did occur, they do have the right to rehabilitate Ms. Daniels' credibility and to corroborate her story, which was immediately attacked [by the defense] on opening statements.
 The more specificity Ms. Daniels can provide about the encounter, the more the jury can weigh to determine whether the encounter did occur and, if so, whether they choose to credit Ms. Daniels' story.


The result, thanks to the defendant, was the introduction of more evidence that made him look like a duplicitous clod. There were limits, to be sure. Merchan warned the prosecutors before Daniels took the stand that "we don't need to know the details of the intercourse." (The universe thanks you, Your Honor.) Accordingly, and in contrast with how some characterized it, Daniels's testimony wound up not being very "graphic." As the prosecution later pointed out to the court, "there was not a lot of detail elicited" about "the actual sexual encounter," which was the subject of only a handful of questions put to the witness. Not just that, but the judge also sustained objections or struck testimony on what position Daniels and the defendant were in, whether she touched his skin, and how Daniels, as they coupled, "was staring at the ceiling ... trying to think about anything other than what was happening there."

In the end, the only somewhat lurid detail about the sex that actually got into the record was that the former president (in contrast with performers at her prophylactic-mandatory then-employer, Wicked Pictures), didn't wear a condom, which concerned her. And that small factoid got in solely because the defense counsel inexplicably failed to object. (The judge later observed, "For the life of me, I don't know why [the defense counsel Susan] Necheles didn't object. She had just made about 10 objections, most of which were sustained. Why on earth she wouldn't object to the mention of a condom, I don't understand.")

So the testimony wasn't all that sexy, in the literal sense. Still, because of the defendant's denial of what happened that night at Harrah's Lake Tahoe, the testimony ended up being deeply embarrassing to Trump. To bolster Daniels's credibility, the prosecution's questioning went into great detail about what led up to the fleeting fornication--essentially, her conversations with Trump beforehand. And that brought out some memorable, and highly believable, testimonial gems that perfectly capture the lowbrow, hyper-self-absorbed 45th president of the United States. There's Trump telling Daniels, "You remind me of my daughter because she is smart and blond and beautiful." And him admitting that he and his wife, Melania, "actually don't even sleep in the same room."

And there's him repeatedly interrupting Daniels to talk about--whom else?--himself: "He would ask me questions and then not let me finish the answer. He kept cutting me off, and it was almost like he wanted to one-up me, which was just really hilarious when you think about it." And there's how, when the self-consumed future defendant asked, "Have you seen my new magazine?" and pulled out an issue with his face on it, Daniels called him "rude, arrogant, and pompous," and said, "Someone should spank you with that. That's the only interest I have in that magazine. Otherwise, I am leaving." And there's how, when finally faced with the prospect of Daniels walking out, Trump rolled the magazine up and gave it to her.

In that Nevada hotel room that night, Daniels said, she rose to the challenge:

"I took it from him and said, turn around. And I swatted him."

Where?

"Right on the butt."

The alleged spanking hardly could have rent Trump's rump in 2006. But given his extreme vulnerability to narcissistic injury, the story surely had to have inflicted acute trauma upon his most delicate ego when Daniels told it 18 years later.

We need not speculate. The day before, Merchan had ruled on the district attorney's third motion to hold Trump in contempt for violations of the court's gag order, which restricts the defendant's ability to make public statements attacking witnesses. And for the tenth time, Merchan held Trump in contempt. But more important, Merchan gave the defendant a warning. The legal maximum of a $1,000 fine for each count of contempt, the judge observed, had failed to deter Trump from violating the gag order; "therefore, going forward, this Court will have to consider a jail sanction if recommended." He addressed the defendant directly, in open court: "The last thing I want to do is to put you in jail ... But, at the end of the day, I have a job to do, and part of that job is to protect the dignity of the judicial system and compel respect ... So, as much as I do not want to impose a jail sanction ... I want you to understand that I will, if necessary and appropriate."

That was where matters stood the next morning, when Daniels testified about the spanking: Trump was so very close to--perhaps just one more contumacious act away from--incarceration. And yet when he heard Daniels say she had spanked him, he almost landed himself in lockup. Not long after that testimony, the court took its regular midmorning break. The jury was excused, and Merchan immediately called the lawyers to the bench. He told the defense counsel that their obviously "upset" client had been "cursing audibly" and "shaking his head."

Trump had done that, in particular, the judge said, "when Ms. Daniels was testifying about rolling up the magazine, and ... smacking your client." Quelle surprise.

"That's contemptuous," said an angry Merchan. "It has the potential to intimidate the witness." Even without a gag order, and 10 prior violations of it, swearing at a prosecution witness is the kind of conduct that, before some judges, could quickly land a defendant in jail. Merchan commanded: "You need to speak to him. I won't tolerate that." And so the lawyers remonstrated with their client during the break. It was all a bit reminiscent of a moment in the second E. Jean Carroll defamation trial, when, within earshot of the jury, Trump had muttered that the trial was a "witch hunt" and a "con job." The presiding federal district judge, Lewis A. Kaplan, threatened to eject Trump from the courtroom. "I would love it. I would love it," Trump responded. To which Judge Kaplan replied, "You just can't control yourself in this circumstance, apparently."

In Merchan's courtroom last week, whether Trump could control himself had once again become the question; and once again a judge gave him a break. But the struggle continues, and it's being waged behind the scenes--largely by Trump's legal and political teams. Another person battling to maintain his freedom would probably remain focused on that battle, but Trump remains distracted by his petty obsessions and resentments, including of some of the faces he sees in the gallery. A couple of weeks ago, he glared at me. I had smiled at him. He didn't like that. He also seems to have a particular distaste for the MSNBC host Lawrence O'Donnell.

Trump's many grievances pose a problem for him. As Jonathan Swan and Maggie Haberman of The New York Times reported last week, "People close to Mr. Trump have worried about whether long days in the courtroom have had an effect on his mental state." The care and feeding of a narcissistic sociopath (see my exposition on that subject five years ago here in The Atlantic) and keeping him on a relatively even emotional keel is difficult--and sometimes impossible--even on a good day, and so Trump's team has resorted to extraordinary measures to soothe him during this trial.

A key player in the current effort is apparently a young aide named Natalie Harp. Her job--no joke, this was in the Times--is to schlep around a portable printer "so she can quickly provide Mr. Trump with hard copies of mood-boosting news articles and social media posts by people praising him." Last Thursday, after Daniels's testimony, team Trump apparently found another use for this device. During the lunch break, Trump posted on his Truth Social account pictures of ... me ... from Election Night 2016. Alas, in one of the shots, I was, confessedly, rather inebriated. I had tears of joy in my eyes, was wearing a "Make America great again" hat, and was hugging my then-wife, the campaign manager whose remarkable talents had astoundingly just elected a buffoon. "Mr. Kellyanne Conway celebrating my Victory in 2016!" Trump's post read. (Yes, Donald, supporting you was indeed a low moment in my life. Damn, you sure know how to hurt a guy.)

Now, I mention this not (just) because it is insane, hilarious, and involves me, but because it also makes my point about Trump being his own worst enemy. His uncontrollable pique at his plight, a plight caused by his own poor choices, leads him to make even more poor choices--and here, to impose those choices upon not just his political aides but his lawyers to boot.

Which brings us back to Daniels on the stand.

When prosecutors completed their direct examination of her on Tuesday afternoon, the cross-examination by Trump's most competent lawyer, Susan Necheles, began. A Yale Law School graduate, she's the one member of Trump's current legal team who appears to be universally respected, and with good reason. By all accounts, and from my own limited observation, she's extremely smart, highly experienced--and an excellent cross-examiner. As a woman, moreover, she was the obvious choice to be the one who cross-examined Daniels before a jury. Necheles started doing a disciplined and seemingly effective job of that on Tuesday afternoon. But she didn't finish the examination, because it was too late in the day. Court adjourned.

The next day was Wednesday, a day off from the trial--the day each week that Merchan handles his other cases. Normally, when even a small hiatus like that occurs during a witness's cross-examination, that's a very good thing for the cross-examining side, and a very bad thing for the witness. The cross-examiner gets the chance to go back through the transcript of the witness's direct testimony, tighten her lines of cross, focus them on the most important points elicited by the other side, and otherwise sharpen her knives.

But that didn't happen here. When Thursday's proceedings began, but before the witness returned to the stand, you could see the dynamic: Trump, sitting at counsel table next to poor Necheles, was talking animatedly into her ear, at length. Watching this, I imagined that the defendant had spent the day off stewing about the spanking. It couldn't have been much fun for his lawyers.

And the result wasn't good for the defense. Necheles's resumed cross-examination was bad, not because Necheles was a bad examiner, but because the examination, for a reason we can all take an educated guess about, became overlong, and overdone. It became too argumentative, too focused on badgering the witness and on attacking trivial aspects of her account. At one point, Necheles absurdly engaged in cross-examining Daniels on the geography of the Stateline, Nevada-South Lake Tahoe, California conurbation, the idea apparently being to challenge Daniels on whether she had actually taken a cab around town instead of walking in her high heels.

The cross also forayed into archaic, even nonsensical, slut-shaming. Sure, the witness made a living engaging in sex on camera for money. But does that really mean she shouldn't have been horrified to see Donald Trump suddenly take off his clothes? And was there any logic at all in seemingly trying to show that the sex the defense said didn't occur was consensual because Daniels wanted it? The defense's cross-examination made Daniels appear more sympathetic than any prosecutor's direct questioning ever could.

Worse yet, it emboldened Daniels. She's a smart woman--and she's clearly strong-willed, with a sharp, quick-witted tongue. Normally it's not a good idea for witnesses, even smart and tough ones--perhaps especially smart and tough ones--to fence with lawyers too much on cross-examination; witnesses tend to lose credibility when they do. But the belabored and argumentative nature of this cross-examination gave Daniels some running room. And she took every inch of it.

At one point, for example, Necheles asked a question about Daniels's history of writing porn scripts containing "phony stories about sex [that] appear to be real"--obviously implying that Daniels's story about Trump in the hotel room was fake, like the scripts. Daniels's devastating retort: "The sex in the films, it's very much real. Just like what happened in that room."

At another point, Necheles attacked Daniels for selling merchandise about Trump's indictment.

Necheles: Again, you're celebrating the indictment by selling things from your store, right?
 Daniels: Not unlike Mr. Trump.


And then, this jewel of an exchange, in which Necheles got zinged once again, and, by unsuccessfully moving to strike the zinger, drew more attention to it:

Necheles: Okay. Even though you tweeted and celebrated about him being indicted, you have no knowledge of what he was indicted for?
 Daniels: There was a lot of indictments.
 Necheles: Your Honor, I move to strike that.
 Prosecutor Susan Hoffinger: It is responsive, Your Honor.
 The court: It's responsive. Overruled.


I'm pretty sure I saw some of the jurors struggling at times to suppress laughter, as I was. Simply put, Daniels wiped the floor with Necheles. But I don't blame Necheles. If I had to guess--and I admit I'm speculating here--I'd say that a lot of what Necheles did on Thursday was against her better judgment. To my mind, the cross-examination would have been orders of magnitude better had it been confined mostly to two of the questions Necheles asked toward the end of it: "You know nothing about the business records, right?" "You know nothing about what [the defendant] does or does not know about the business records, right?" At the end of the day, those were the questions that most mattered, to which Daniels's answers had to be, and were, no, and no. But that testimony got lost in the mix with everything else--thanks to Trump's easily bruised ego.
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Jerry Seinfeld's Speech Was the Real News

Why did the media focus less on his words and more on the 30 protesters who didn't hear them?

by Conor Friedersdorf




On Sunday at Duke University, the comedian Jerry Seinfeld delivered a commencement address that was, bizarrely, overshadowed in the media by a tiny, nondisruptive protest.

Seinfeld gave a compliment and a warning to his Gen Z audience.

First came the compliment. "I totally admire the ambitions of your generation to create a more just and inclusive society," he said. "I think it is also wonderful that you care so much about not hurting other people's feelings in the million and one ways we all do that."

Then came the warning. "What I need to tell you as a comedian: Do not lose your sense of humor. You can have no idea at this point in your life how much you are going to need it to get through. Not enough of life makes sense for you to be able to survive it without humor."

Seinfeld went on to defend "the slightly uncomfortable feeling of awkward humor," arguing that it is "not something you need to fix," because even as Gen Z improves the world, it will remain "a pretty insane mess." Humor, he said, is "the most survival-essential quality you will ever have or need to navigate through the human experience."

Tyler Austin Harper: America's colleges are reaping what they sowed

All of that is newsworthy. Seinfeld is a perceptive observer of life and an undeniable expert on comedy. Plus, as he told the graduates, "I am 70. I am done. You are just starting. I only want to help you." If he is convinced that humor is a crucial salve--"the most important thing I am confident that I know about life"--those of us who'll never enjoy his success or wealth had really better keep laughing.

Yet coverage of the commencement treated something just before his speech as more newsworthy: As the Associated Press reported, roughly 30 student protesters walked out of the graduation ceremony as Seinfeld was introduced. They represented a tiny fraction of the 7,000 students present.

Media outlets covered the Duke graduation with headlines like these: "As Seinfeld Receives Honorary Degree at Duke, Students Walk Out in Protest" (The New York Times); "Duke Students Walk Out to Protest Jerry Seinfeld's Commencement Speech in Latest Grad Disruption" (USA Today); "Duke Students Walk Out of Jerry Seinfeld's Commencement Speech Amid Wave of Graduation Antiwar Protests" (NBC News); "Jerry Seinfeld's Speech at Duke Commencement Prompts Walkout Protesting His Support for Israel" (Reuters); "Duke University Students Walk Out on Jerry Seinfeld's Commencement Speech, Chant 'Free Palestine'" (Fox News); "Watch: Anti-Israel Students Walk Out of Duke University Commencement to Protest Jerry Seinfeld" (Breitbart News).

Why was that the focus? The war in Gaza is, of course, more newsworthy than any commencement and has been covered extensively. Many protests about the war are newsworthy, too.

Read: This is helicopter protesting

But the airing of grievances at Duke was not notable for the number of people who participated, or for any insight offered on Gaza, or for even a remote prospect of affecting the conflict. To the credit of the students who walked out, it didn't even disrupt the speech. So it was suspect, I think, to treat the protest as more important than the event that the activists sought to leverage for attention. A protest in and of itself does not confer importance.

Journalists often fail to distinguish between substantively newsworthy protests and mere deployment of the protest mode--a bias that activists have learned to exploit. Social media is optimized to signal-boost conflict more than attempts at distilling wisdom. And too many Americans revel in rather than resist conflicts.

The result at Duke: Coverage of a newsworthy speech was informed, more than any other factor, by the subset of the audience that did not hear it. At least, in the midst of a tragic war abroad and a vexing culture war at home, we can shake our heads and laugh about that absurdity.
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The New Workplace Power Symbols

Corner offices used to be the emblem of corporate success. But modern workplaces have new ways to convey status.

by Michael Waters




If you walked into an office building during the second half of the 20th century, you could probably figure out who had power with a single glance: Just look for the person in the corner office. The corner offices of yore were big, with large windows offering city views and constant streams of light, plus unbeatable levels of privacy. Everyone wanted them, but only those at the top got them. Land in one, and you'd know you'd made it.

Fast-forward to today, and that emblem of corporate success is dying off. The number of private offices along the side of a building, a category that includes those in the corner, has shrunk by about half since 2021, according to the real-estate company CBRE. But today's workplace transformation goes beyond the corner. All assigned desks and offices are on the decline, comprising only 45 percent of the average office, compared with 56 percent in 2021. Employers of many kinds--law firms, oil companies, biotech businesses, railway operators--are doing without them. They're being replaced with coffee areas, conference rooms, and other collaborative spaces, Janet Pogue, the global director of workplace research at Gensler, a design firm, told me. In 2023, communal areas constituted 20 percent of the average office floor, up from 14 percent in 2021, CBRE found.

Read: Corporate buzzwords are how workers pretend to be adults

Some take this shift as evidence of a revolution in egalitarianism. But tearing down the walls of the corner office hasn't exactly made the workplace more democratic. Executives still claim many of the new shared spaces as their own, take the lead during team meetings, and enjoy other subtle privileges. They may no longer occupy a seat of such visible power, but they still exert sway over the rest of the office, using spaces as they please and influencing what others can do in them.

The relationship between office geography and power has always been in flux. The earliest workplaces displayed a "total inversion of our image of the traditional office-space hierarchy," Dale Bradley, a professor at Brock University who has researched the history of the office, told me. Take the Larkin Building, which was designed in 1904 for a soap company. There, executives sat in the center of the first floor. "These guys are on display all the time," Bradley said. Lower-level employees, meanwhile, were pushed to the edges of the building.

But as the years passed, bosses decided they'd rather not be so visible. Shortly before World War II, they started moving into the corners, where they could easily block themselves off, and the symbol of corporate power that we know today took root. By mid-century, developers were bragging about how many corner offices they could cram onto each floor. In 1966, The New York Times wrote about a Philadelphia office building that had eight corners--"twice the normal supply." Toronto's Scotia Plaza did even better, with as many as 22 on some floors. This influence seeped into literature too. Books with titles such as Nice Girls Don't Get the Corner Office and Winners Dream: A Journey From Corner Store to Corner Office made clear that attaining the corner office was the apex of capitalist triumph.

Then, about two decades ago, office designers began phasing them out. Google's open-plan office redesign in 2005 was one of the earlier and most high-profile signs of changing attitudes: Modern workplaces were emphasizing collaboration, and corner offices were seen as too siloed. In 2020, the office came under attack again. Especially during the early pandemic, fewer executives were showing up to work in person, and their palatial corner offices were going to waste. "Nobody else really feels comfortable going into somebody else's space and sitting there," Kay Sargent, a director at the design firm HOK, told me. Now new office leases are about 20 percent smaller than they were before COVID, and companies are reconfiguring their floor plans to include more communal areas so that more employees fit into less space.

Without the corner office, status is conveyed in new ways. No matter the setup, "human beings will still find a way of creating hierarchy," Lenny Beaudoin, CBRE's global head of workplace design, explained. Bosses might have more computer monitors, bigger desks, or even just a permanent spot rather than a rotating one, Matthew Davis, a business professor at Leeds University Business School, told me. Power also manifests intangibly--for instance, only a select few might be able to not check Slack or come and go from the office without explanation. It's the same benefit of having a far-flung corner office, re-created digitally: You know you're important if you can escape surveillance.

Read: 'Resimercial:' the terrible word for today's trendy office aesthetic

And even if they're not in the corner, a lot of executives do still have offices. Those have largely slimmed down, but many are connected to conference rooms or other collaborative spaces, such as broadcast rooms in finance firms, recording studios at media companies, and labs in the life sciences. Many higher-ups essentially seize these for themselves whenever they come in, Pogue, at Gensler, told me. From there, they can shape any collaboration that takes place, ensuring it plays out in their space and under their supervision. Many modern companies "have as many conference rooms as there are executives," Sargent said, and it's become a "dirty little secret" that conference rooms are the new corner offices.

A collaborative space doesn't need to be directly attached to a boss's office for this dynamic to play out. When a high-ranking executive parks themselves in a big conference room or spreads their stuff across the long table in the office coffee shop, no one is going to tell them to leave. The communal spaces are free to use only if the boss isn't there.

Across all iterations of the workplace, higher-ups have always found ways to get what they want. We may one day return to an older layout of explicit hierarchy: Beaudoin, the CBRE designer, told me that he recently worked with a bank that decided to reinstall corner offices for a group of senior leaders, hoping it would bring them back to the office. But even if recent changes prove lasting, with space designed to be up for grabs, there won't be any illusions about who has the power to grab it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2024/05/corner-office-decline-workplace-hierarchy/678381/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Gaza Protester Who's Willing to Suffer

An interview with David Chmielewski, a Princeton student who went on a hunger strike to demand divestment from Israel

by Graeme Wood




The protesters on university campuses have an image problem: They look like they are having way too much fun. In tone, the demonstrations do not match the subject matter, which they allege is genocide, the least fun of all human activities. For 20-year-olds, some activities that would be miserable to a normal person--screaming hysterically, being arrested, living in ragged encampments--are in fact an exhilarating way to spend one's time, and certainly preferable to studying for exams. Young people like to rough it, within reason. Earlier this month, the protesters at the University of Chicago begged to be resupplied with dwindling essentials such as Chapstick and dental dams.

Most universities have delayed threats of serious punishment. Even students who are eventually arrested are likely to suffer only minor blemishes to their records. And many of these blemishes are desirable: What better way to prove you were young and alive in 2024 than to have a framed mug shot from the day you were zip-tied and booked? Such mementos will have an honored place on the desks of protesters who someday follow a square occupation, like corporate law or podiatry.

Fun does not discredit a cause, but a protester who enjoys himself has a harder time demonstrating his commitment than one willing to suffer. This weekend I spoke with one of the latter. David Chmielewski, a Princeton English major from Torrington, Connecticut, along with 11 other Princeton community members, spent 10 days on a hunger strike to call for the university to divest from Israel. "We wanted to commit ourselves to making clear how dire the situation is, with the forced famine that's happening in the Gaza Strip," Chmielewski said. He and the others consumed nothing but water, electrolytes, and necessary medicine. "There's something very powerful about being able to use your body to show that commitment." He said the group stopped on Saturday after talks with Princeton administrators yielded promising results.

Michael Powell: The unreality of Columbia's 'liberated zone'

Many have ridiculed the hunger strikers for the short duration of their fast, and for not emerging from the ordeal sallow and hollow-cheeked. ("PROTESTER WHINES OVER SELF-IMPOSED HUNGER STRIKE," read the chyron on a Fox News broadcast.) Ten days isn't long, but it is nine days longer than I've ever gone without food, so I am not inclined to downplay the unpleasantness of the experience. In fact, I respect Chmielewski. And just as it is important to ridicule protesters who have no idea what they are protesting, or who infringe on the rights of others, or who hate Jews, one should acknowledge when others press their cause, whatever its merit, in a morally faultless way.

Chmielewski said his group was inspired by hunger strikers earlier this year at Brown (where the strike lasted eight days), at Dartmouth (where it lasted 12 days), and at Harvard (half a day). "We're also drawing on a longer tradition of the hunger strike as a nonviolent-resistance tactic," he told me, citing the Irish-republican hunger strikes of the 1920s and those of Gandhi and others in the movement for Indian independence. The Princeton protesters, he said, have had weeks to evolve in their tactics, without having been wiped out by clashes with police. "Other student groups may not have been afforded that luxury of time," Chmielewski said. "We've had a lot of time to sit and reflect on what we can do to pressure the university but also to center Palestinians."

The language of "centering"--borrowed from the feminist theory of bell hooks and others--refers to the practice of giving credence and priority to the views of those historically ignored or victimized. It is in my opinion misguided, insofar as history's victims are like history's oppressors: human, and therefore flawed to the core and wrong about most things. And in the case of the Palestinians, the practice of "centering" seems to introduce a contradiction. Was it not odd, I asked Chmielewski, that centering the Palestinian perspective would lead him to adopt tactics that have never attracted a significant following among Palestinians?

Chmielewski countered that Palestinian political prisoners have gone on hunger strikes by the thousands at various points in the past few decades. That's true, but many of those striking were doing so only because they were in prison for violent crimes, and nonviolence had become the only option available. Nonviolent resistance as a preferred tactic remains rare--and rejected completely by Hamas--even though a growing literature in political science (particularly the work of Erica Chenoweth and the late Gene Sharp) has demonstrated that it is often very effective. It is less effective when allied with organized armed resistance. Chmielewski's peers seem content with such an alliance. "Glory to the martyrs," his Princeton group declared in a recent social-media post. "The empire will burn."

The question of why Palestinians have shown conspicuously little interest in the tactic that he himself has adopted is, Chmielewski told me, "better asked of a Palestinian." "I don't necessarily feel qualified to speak to the exact reasons for the dynamics of what tactics Palestinians have adopted historically," he said. He was, I should add, smart and articulate, and one reason I liked him was his willingness to admit ignorance. Another was that unlike many other protesters, he did not hide behind a mask and committed himself to his cause by name.

His conclusion from the experience was not narrowly about hunger in Gaza at all. "I'm not sure I know the right word" for what he experienced by not eating, he told me. "Spiritual? Poetic? Imaginative?" He said the hunger strike, although nominally about his university's divestment, gave him a sense that "another world is possible, because you're refraining from material needs. Everyone tells you you need these material things.  But then stepping away from them gives you this permission to imagine other possibilities for existing in the world. It gives you permission to imagine a better world, because it's taking you a step back from this world of ... raw materiality."

I sensed that he was getting what one should get from one's time at university: an education. Maybe it was the ketosis talking. (Several days of not eating can leave one giddy, even energetic.) I came away persuaded less by his cause than by his dedication and the worthiness of nonviolence as a tactic of first resort. I hope there will be more who practice it--in Princeton, Gaza, and Israel.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/05/princeton-hunger-strikes-interviews/678380/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The <em>Baby Reindeer </em>Mess Was Inevitable

The hit Netflix show appeals to many of our worst instincts as viewers.

by Shirley Li




This story contains spoilers for the Netflix limited series Baby Reindeer.

In the finale of Baby Reindeer, the comedian Donny Dunn (played by the show's creator, Richard Gadd) achieves the kind of success he'd always wanted: He lands podcast interviews, performs before appreciative crowds inside big clubs, and scrolls through scores of online comments praising him for his bravery. He has transformed, as he puts it, "from a walking ghost to the center of a media storm"--all because a random audience member filmed and uploaded to YouTube a set during which Donny fell apart and delivered confessions instead of jokes. He'd told the room that he'd been groomed and abused years earlier by a man he'd considered his mentor, and that the resulting mix of self-hatred, humiliation, and guilt led him to indulge a stalker named Martha (Jessica Gunning).

Donny is based on Gadd himself, and the British series--an expanded, episodic version of Gadd's one-man show of the same name--opens with a card that reads "This is a true story." Gadd has said that he was indeed stalked and harassed by a middle-aged woman who claimed to be a lawyer, and that he had been sexually abused by someone in the industry he'd greatly admired. The names of these people and certain details about the events were changed, but, as Gadd said in an interview, the show was "all emotionally 100 percent true."

Read: We've lost the plot

The response to Baby Reindeer has been a lot more complicated than Donny's brush with acclaim. Though the show has received glowing reviews since its April debut and became a hit on Netflix, topping the streamer's English-language charts three weeks in a row, the fallout has been, to put it mildly, a mess. Some viewers tried to uncover the identity of Gadd's entertainment-industry abuser and ended up targeting an innocent former co-worker of Gadd's. As for Martha, internet sleuths found a woman who matched her description, leading tabloids such as the Daily Mail to track her down. The woman has said she believes that the character of Martha was based on her, and admitted to sending Gadd emails and tweets, but denied stalking him or committing criminal behavior during their interactions. She has since accused Gadd of stalking her, and, last week, she was interviewed by Piers Morgan, which led to a fresh wave of online commentary. Maybe that's the last of it; Gadd himself has refused to "confirm or deny anything relating to the real life people who the characters are based on in the show." Or maybe such a high-profile appearance will beget more headlines, which will beget even more discussion.

None of this is really a surprise when you consider the show's structure. Baby Reindeer spends most of its time dissecting Donny--and, by extension, Gadd himself--but the stalker story is its most seductive hook. The show's thrillerlike twists offer a kind of voyeuristic accessibility into Donny's staggering turmoil. But by branding itself as a true story, the series implicitly invites viewers to ponder what's real and what's been embellished--this intrigue is what helped turn the show into a word-of-mouth hit. As such, it's become nearly impossible to see the story of Baby Reindeer on its own terms, separate from the conversation about Gadd's ethics and whether he did enough to prevent the real people involved from being publicly identifiable. The show itself actually makes trenchant observations about obsession, shame, and abuse--all of which have been overshadowed by the frenzy it helped create.

This apparently wasn't Gadd's intention. "Please don't speculate on who any of the real-life people could be," he wrote in an Instagram Story. "That's not the point of our show." The point, it seemed, had been catharsis--for Gadd, and for anyone who might resonate with his journey. The original stage show, he told The Guardian, became "a lifeline ... The way people received the show, and received me, and accepted what happened to me: it saved my life." In making the show, he sought to make sense of how his earlier abuse informed his behavior around his stalker: why he remained in contact with her for so long and why he failed to draw clear boundaries.

The show succeeds in many ways at capturing Gadd's cathartic self-reflection. Donny's narration anchors the series in his queasy point of view, his voice-over repeatedly veering into critical takedowns of his own behavior. He tends to state how much he loathes himself, his need for relevancy, and his similarities to Martha. Baby Reindeer's fourth and strongest episode, told in a visceral series of flashbacks, is especially uncomfortable: The disorienting camerawork places us inside Donny's confused, blurry mind as he returns to his groomer's apartment over and over, knowing each time that he'll be drugged and raped. Even the title credits emphasize how trapped Donny is in his head: The words "created & written by Richard Gadd" are typed on-screen and then backspaced away, as if Gadd can't fully say what he wants to express. The effect is overwhelming--Donny is so raw and honest about how he feels about himself that you immediately empathize with him.

Read: A grim new low for internet sleuthing

But Baby Reindeer also quietly, perhaps inadvertently, encourages prying into the people being depicted on-screen--to participate, in other words, in the very form of "toxic empathy" Gadd said he struggled with during the time he engaged with Martha. Netflix has maintained that it took "every reasonable precaution in disguising the real-life identities of the people involved," yet the show seems to have kept plenty of other details intact: Netflix U.K.'s Instagram account declares that the misspelled emails depicted in the show were pulled from Gadd's inbox. An in-joke about curtains is reproduced in the drama; the alleged real-life Martha referred to it in a public social-media post, which viewers easily found online. Donny's emphasis on how much he couldn't quit Martha often overshadows the richer parts of his story. The show spends several episodes exploring Donny's budding romance with a trans woman, Teri (Nava Mau), and his evolving understanding of his parents, who have more in common with him than he thought. But Donny's relationship with Martha bookends the series, affirming its importance over everything else. Viewers are left with Martha's voice ringing in their ears. It's no wonder that so many began hunting for her once they finished the show.

I want to give Gadd the benefit of the doubt. Reliving his real-life trauma to play Donny can't have been easy, and he said on a panel discussion recently that he had expected Baby Reindeer to "sit as maybe a little cult, artistic gem on the Netflix platform." "If I wanted the real life people to be found, I would've made it a documentary," he told The Hollywood Reporter in a conversation conducted before the Piers Morgan interview. "I've spoken publicly about how I don't want people to do it and if I start playing a game of whack-a-mole, then I'm almost adding to it. I don't think I'll ever comment on it ever again." (It's unclear whether the woman who claims to be the real-life Martha was ever formally charged or investigated for alleged stalking.)

For better or worse, the selling of the show as a true story positioned it to become the subject of internet sleuthing, and buried what's really potent about it beyond the stalker storyline. Baby Reindeer examines the destructive nature of abuse, the way that a survivor can do seemingly irrational things--returning to the site of the abuse, obsessing over actions and inactions--just to be sure the whole ordeal wasn't imagined. Donny found solace in the easy validation Martha provided and saw in her the same self-loathing and loneliness he had within him.

During Donny's unplanned confession onstage, he explains why he couldn't let go of the possibility that his abusive mentor could actually make him famous. "When you're famous, people see you as that," he said. "They think, It's the guy from that thing!" In reality, of course, fame can simply be the start of a cycle of exploitative empathy. At its core, Baby Reindeer understood this. But inevitably, too many of its viewers did not.
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25 Books to Get Lost in This Summer

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s writers and editors have chosen fiction and nonfiction to match all sorts of moods.

by The Atlantic Culture Desk




Warm weather brings with it freedom and leisure--and it can also call to mind the particular pleasure of losing yourself in a book. The relatively idle quality of summer opens up the chance to read something just for fun, or it provides a needed stretch of time for finally picking up the paperback that's been patiently waiting on your bedside table. This year, The Atlantic's writers and editors have chosen fiction and nonfiction to match all sorts of moods. Perhaps you want to transport yourself to another place, or you're determined to learn something completely new. It's also the right time to start the book you'll read all summer or immerse yourself in a cult classic. You might hope to feel wonder about the universe or dive into someone else's mind--or maybe you just need to indulge in a breezy beach read. Here are 25 books to pick up as your summer unfurls.

Transport Yourself to Another Place




I Capture the Castle




by Dodie Smith

Cassandra Mortmain, 17, lives in a crumbling medieval castle in 1930s England. Her father purchased it with the royalties from his one successful novel, the income from which has long since run dry. As an escape--and as practice for her own novel, which she hopes might spring her family from its now-less-than-genteel poverty--Cassandra has dedicated herself to "capturing" the characters around her in a diaristic, curious first person: irascible, blocked-writer father; bohemian stepmother; beautiful, dissatisfied older sister; lovelorn farmhand. Cassandra's circumstances are at odds with her romantic temperament, but they animate her narration; charm, humor, and frustration spark off of every page. I Capture the Castle has the enjoyably familiar trappings of the Jane Austen marriage plot--there are wealthy bachelor neighbors and sisterly schemes in the damp yet charming English countryside. But in this book, the tropes collapse in on one another in comic and quietly poignant ways as the reader is welcomed into the nostalgic mood of interwar Britain, with its tea cozies and tweeds and trousseaus bought in London. It's a novel that you sink into like a chintz armchair, only to emerge warm but wistful as the light fails and the evening mist appears.  -- Christine Emba



Wandering Stars




by Tommy Orange

Orange's previous novel, There There, conjured an interconnected cast of characters who were a part of a widespread Native community in Oakland, California. Wandering Stars, a sequel of sorts, is in part an exploration of what happens after the earlier book's dramatic and painful ending--but it is also Orange's attempt to provide a deeper, historical backstory to the contemporary, urban reality he described so well. The novel rewinds more than 100 years, beginning in the 19th century with a survivor of the 1864 Sand Creek Massacre and following his bloodline through the decades, with characters wandering to and around California until they end up back in the present day, in Oakland. You can't understand these people unless you delve into the years of brutality and assimilation that brought them here, Orange implicitly argues--and he brilliantly captures the confusion of the youngest generation, which feels disconnected from its roots even as its inheritance weighs heavily.  -- Emma Sarappo



Someone Like Us




by Dinaw Mengestu

At one point in Mengestu's new novel, the main character, Mamush, having missed a flight from his home in Paris to Washington, D.C., decides on a whim to buy a ticket to Chicago instead. He's not dressed for the freezing cold, which provokes a stranger's concern, but Mamush remains nonplussed: "What she saw was a shadow version of me," he thinks. "My real self was hundreds of miles away in the suburbs of northern Virginia." The soul of this short, disorienting book, which drifts between continents and cities, does indeed lie in the anonymous, dense suburbs north and south of Washington, D.C. These communities are where Mamush, a failed journalist, grew up in a milieu of Ethiopian immigrants. Mamush's French wife, Hannah, struggles to wrap her mind around these American nonplaces--and even Mamush fails to describe them with anything but the blandest words. "We lived in apartment buildings, surrounded by other apartment buildings, behind which were four-lane highways that led to similar apartments," he remembers. His trip home, meant to be a family reunion, becomes a sobering and eerie voyage after a sudden tragedy. But as his visit unlocks long-buried memories and secrets, these places that began as ciphers end up specific enough to make the hairs on one's neck stand up in recognition.  -- E.S.



Learn Something Completely New




The Secret Life of Groceries




by Benjamin Lorr

Great nonfiction books take you into worlds you could never otherwise know: deepest space, Earth's extremities, the past. The best nonfiction books explore places you know intimately but haven't thought nearly enough about. The Secret Life of Groceries begins elbow-deep in trout guts and melting ice, a smell "thick in the air like you are exhuming something dangerous, which perhaps you are," as the low-wage laborers who make a Manhattan Whole Foods fit for the daily rush do their best to clean the fish case. Lorr starts there because it's a near-perfect metaphor for the American grocery store and its global machinery: It is gross, it is miraculous, it is where plants and animals become products, and where desire becomes consumption. After following him from specialty-food shows to shrimping boats to new-employee orientation, you'll never think of groceries the same way again.  -- Ellen Cushing



Becoming Earth




by Ferris Jabr

In his new book, Jabr invites the reader to consider the true definition of life. Earth doesn't just play host to living beings, in his telling; it's alive itself because it is fundamentally made up of the plants and creatures that transform its land, air, and water. "Life, then, is more spectral than categorical, more verb than noun," he explains. It is "not a distinct class of matter, nor a property of matter, but rather a process--a performance." Plankton release gases that can alter the climate; microbes below the planet's surface sculpt rock into caverns and, Jabr suggests, might have even helped form the continents. Jabr is a science journalist who has written searching articles on inter-tree communication, the possibilities of botanical medicine, and the beauty of certain animals; here, he travels from the kelp forests near California's Santa Catalina Island to an observatory high above the Amazon rainforest in Brazil to his own backyard in Portland. Along the way, he makes a convincing, mind-opening case that "the history of life on Earth is the history of life remaking Earth," which means that humans are just one part of a changing, multifarious whole--and that we must work urgently to mitigate our disproportionate effects on the planet.  -- Maya Chung



Daybook




by Anne Truitt

Truitt's sculptures--tall wooden columns of pure color--are almost mystically smooth. But her writing, especially in her first published journal, Daybook, flies in the face of those unbroken surfaces: She chronicles her complex experiences as a mother and a working artist, giving readers an intimate look into how her biography and her process cannot be separated. Daybook, which covers Truitt's life in the late 1970s, emerges directly from her maxim that "artists have no choice but to express their lives." In her case, that means capturing serene meditations on the creative spark, recounting the labor of applying 40 coats of paint to her forms, and groaning over the financial discomfort of raising three kids. Most spectacular are her ruminations on how life is what we feed to art in order to make it grow. Watching her daughter take a bath is a source of inspiration. "I had been absorbing her brown body against the white tub, the yellow top of the nail brush, the dark green shampoo bottle, Sam's blue towel, her orange towel, and could make a sculpture called Mary in the Tub if I ever chose to," she muses. Daybook is full of all the luminous colors Truitt, who died in 2004, evoked--the soothing lilacs, blaring yellows, revolutionary reds. It's a powerful lesson that an artist is not only a person who planes towering poplar sculptures but also someone who removes a splinter from a child's finger.  -- Hillary Kelly



Delmore Schwartz: The Life of an American Poet




by James Atlas

You might not ever have heard of Schwartz, and it doesn't really matter. Atlas's biography of him is such a psychologically acute, stylishly executed portrait of a doomed genius and his milieu of New York intellectuals that it effortlessly propels the reader through its pages. Schwartz was supposed to become the American W. H. Auden; he had the potential to be the greatest poet of his generation, and his work provoked the awe of peers such as Saul Bellow (who loosely based the novel Humboldt's Gift on Schwartz's troubled life). Atlas depicts a legendary conversationalist, a brilliant wit (Schwartz coined the aphorism "Even paranoids have real enemies"), and a life brutally overtaken by mental illness.  -- Franklin Foer



Start the Book You'll Read All Summer






At the Edge of Empire




by Edward Wong

For years, the only uniform that Wong, The New York Times' former Beijing bureau chief, could imagine his father wearing was the red blazer he put on to go work at a Chinese restaurant every day. Then he saw a photo of young Yook Kearn Wong dressed as a soldier, and two stories opened up. His nonagenarian father had once been in Mao's army and witnessed firsthand the Communist attempt to resurrect a Chinese empire; he dramatically left China in 1962 for Hong Kong and then Washington, D.C., disillusioned with what he had seen. This mix of memoir and efficiently recounted history covers 80 turbulent years. Wong is especially detailed about the decades his father spent in the People's Liberation Army; he was sent to Manchuria, where he trained with the Chinese air force, and Xinjiang, where he met the Muslim populations of Uyghurs and Kazakhs that the state has struggled to subdue. Along with his father's history, Wong unpacks his own years reporting on Xi Jinping's consolidation of power and quashing of dissent--a mirror of what his father saw. This book's power comes from Wong's broad sense of the patterns of Chinese history, reflected in the lives of a father and son, and from his ability to toggle effortlessly between the epic and the intimate.  -- Gal Beckerman



Kristin Lavransdatter




by Sigrid Undset, translated by Tiina Nunnally

Kristin, the pivotal character in Undset's historical 1,000-page trilogy, is introduced as a young girl in 14th-century Norway. She is the adored daughter of Lavrans, a widely respected nobleman who runs their family's estate with wisdom and faith, and a member of a well-drawn social world of relatives, friends, and neighbors with defined feudal roles. As she grows up, she becomes beautiful, bighearted, and religious, though she is also willful and disobedient in ways that will bring her deep sorrow for the rest of her life. Kristin's saga, rich with detail, has shades of Tess of the d'Urbervilles' tragedy and Brideshead Revisited's piety, but more than anything, the story is deeply human. Readers follow an imperfect, striving, warm, petty, utterly understandable woman from her childhood during the peak of medieval Norwegian strength to her death during the Black Plague, a time when Catholicism ordered social and political life but pagan traditions and beliefs were not yet forgotten. Her journey from maid to sinner to pilgrim to matriarch, first published in the 1920s, is gorgeous, fresh, and propulsive in Nunnally's translation. A century later, spending weeks or months tracking the years of Kristin's life remains wildly rewarding.  -- E.S.



The Bee Sting




by Paul Murray

The setup for the Irish author Murray's fourth novel is a classic one: Take one family and explore its dynamics in intimate detail, turning it over to reveal all of its flawed facets, and expose it as a microcosm of larger social and cultural forces roiling us all. Jonathan Franzen is the current American master of this particular novelistic gambit, but Murray brings new energy to the enterprise with his portrait of the Barneses, Dickie and Imelda, and their two children, Cass and PJ. They're a once-prosperous family living in a small Irish town; they've been suddenly struck down by the 2008 financial crash, which sends Dickie's chain of car dealerships and garages into freefall. You could read this book in a week, and you'll want to, but give yourself the whole summer to appreciate how fully Murray inhabits the perspectives of each family member chapter after chapter. Their psychologies--scarred in so many ways, both subtle and dramatic--become impossible to turn away from. After 600 pages, the elements Murray has been putting in place build to a wrenching climax, one that, like in all great tragedies, was foretold from the first page of this beautifully crafted book.  -- G.B.



Immerse Yourself in a Cult Classic






In the Act




by Rachel Ingalls

If nothing else, read In the Act for the fights. Helen and Edgar, who are unhappily married, have developed a caustic fluency in the art of spiteful exchange. "You're being unreasonable," he says at one point. "Of course I am. I'm a woman," she replies. "You've already explained that to me." But also, read Ingalls's sneakily brilliant 1987 novella for the absurd plot, which begins at a grouchy, oddball simmer--Edgar is adamant that Helen give him privacy to work on a mysterious project in the attic; Helen, suspicious of the sounds she hears up there, is determined to learn more--and ultimately reaches an exhilarating, tragicomic boil. In between, we discover the particular, creative way in which Edgar is two-timing Helen, the equally creative way in which she takes revenge, and just how delightful a story can be when each lean, mean sentence carries its weight.  -- Jane Yong Kim



Let's Talk About Love




by Carl Wilson

What might a music critic with a knee-jerk distaste for Celine Dion stand to gain from careful, open-minded consideration of her work? This is the premise of Wilson's 2007 touchstone of cultural criticism, which proved so popular that an expanded edition, released in 2014, includes response essays by luminaries such as Mary Gaitskill and James Franco. Let's Talk About Love focuses on the singer of "My Heart Will Go On," yes, but at its core it's an investigation of taste: why we like the things we like, how our identities and social status get mixed up in our aesthetic preferences, and how one should wrestle with other people's wildly different reactions to works of art. The book will have you scrutinizing your own preferences, but its true pleasure is unlocked simply by following along as a critic listens to music and thinks deeply about it--particularly one as intelligent, rigorous, and undogmatic as Wilson.  -- Chelsea Leu



Ripley's Game




by Patricia Highsmith

The suave serial murderer Tom Ripley's actions can be notoriously hard for readers to predict--but in Highsmith's third novel about the con man, Ripley surprises himself. No longer the youthful compulsive killer of The Talented Mr. Ripley, the character is aging and getting bored. So when a poor man named Jonathan responds coolly to him at a party, Ripley fashions an elaborate drama for his own amusement: He cons the mild-mannered and entirely inexperienced Jonathan into taking a job as a freelance assassin targeting Mafia members, but the more Ripley watches Jonathan struggle with the task and his morals, the more Ripley itches to get his own hands dirty again. When I revisited Highsmith's books ahead of their (rather dour) Netflix adaptation, I found myself unexpectedly drawn most to Ripley's Game and its absurd humor. The novel explores a classic Highsmith preoccupation: how reducing strangers to archetypes can feel irresistible. Ripley is as much a petty meddler as he is a cold-blooded murderer--and that makes him endlessly fun to follow.  -- Shirley Li



Sirena Selena




by Mayra Santos-Febres

In 1990s San Juan, Puerto Rico, the drag queen Martha Divine hears a young boy singing boleros while picking up cans. She helps transform him into Sirena Selena--a beguiling drag performer who is soon invited to sing at a luxury hotel in the Dominican Republic and inspires an erotic obsession in one of its rich investors. Santos-Febres has pointed out that the Caribbean has long "been a desire factory for the rest of the world," and her story looks squarely at the power dynamics inherent in these fantasies, especially those between tourists and locals. When it was published in 2000, Selena's story was immediately heralded as crucial Puerto Rican literature, and it remains beloved partially for the force of its central allegory: Tourism, it argues, forces Caribbean people into a performance of exoticism--yet another type of drag. Santos-Febres will make you reconsider gender and the travel industry while luring you in with prose so sumptuous that reading it feels like putting on a pair of delicate satin gloves.  -- Valerie Trapp



Feel Wonder About the Universe






You Are Here: Poetry in the Natural World




edited by Ada Limon

This collection of verse defines the natural world loosely: Here, yes, we have lovely descriptions of ancient redwoods and the "buttery platters of fungus" ascending their trunks; sparrows and spiderwebs and "geckos in their mysterious work." But the book is largely about human nature, and our place in a world that contains so many other living things. An address to a saguaro becomes a meditation on immigration; a walk with a baby is tinged with sadness for the climate disasters surely to come; bearded irises give someone the strength to keep living; lilacs and skunk cabbage are envisioned through the haze of distant memory--it's an ephemeral act, "like wrapping a scoop of snow in tissue paper." Who are we, the poets ask, as individuals and as a species? How have our surroundings shaped our pasts and our presents, and what can they tell us about how to exist in the future? The Earth here is rather like a supporting character--a foil--who can surprise us, devastate us, and bring us back to ourselves. As Limon writes in a gorgeous introduction, she started repeating "You are here" to herself after seeing the phrase on a trail map. When I feel like a disembodied mind this summer, I'll take myself to the ocean, this book in hand, and try doing the same.  -- Faith Hill



Lives Other Than My Own




by Emmanuel Carrere

Carrere's books demand some surrender on their reader's part. You have to be okay not knowing exactly where the story--to the extent that there is anything resembling a traditional story--is going. You are there to spend time with his mind. Lives Other Than My Own, my favorite of his works, is no exception. It begins in Sri Lanka in 2004, where Carrere was witness to the tsunami that pulverized the island. Amid the immense death and destruction, Carrere befriends a French family whose little girl drowned in the waves. But just as Carrere pulls us into this grieving family's emotional upheaval, his mind drifts. He returns from Sri Lanka to Paris and shifts his attention to his girlfriend's sister, Juliette, a judge who has just died of cancer; he then carries out an investigation of sorts about the life she lived and the loved ones she left behind. The two strands don't obviously connect--but they also make perfect sense next to each other. Each one fundamentally shakes Carrere, forcing him to ponder death, love, and how a meaningful existence comes together.  -- G.B.



Tentacle




by Rita Indiana, translated by Achy Obejas

Tentacle may be a bit of a spooky read for this summer: In its world, initially set a few years into the future, the island of Hispaniola was devastated by a tidal wave in 2024 that wiped away coral reefs and food stands. But as you read on, the story asks you to let go of your attachments to chronology, flitting among three time periods: a post-storm island that is livable only for the ultrarich; an early-2000s milieu of beach-town artists; and a colonial-era past centered on a band of buccaneers. The book was originally written in Dominican Spanish and sprinkled with Yoruba and French, and the English translation retains a fiery love for the dynamic Earth. In one of the timelines, "an enormous school of surgeonfish" shoots out of a coral reef like "an electric-blue stream." In another, the same sea is described as "a dark and putrid stew." Holding voltaic awe in one hand and profound grief in the other, Indiana helps us see how the years behind us have led to our present climate crisis, and ignites a desire to fight for all we can still save.  -- V.T.



Dive Into Someone Else's Mind






Among the Thugs




by Bill Buford

Every time I come across footage of January 6, I think of this book, the greatest study of mob violence ever written. Since its publication in 1990, English police have largely eliminated what was once euphemistically called "hooliganism" from the soccer stadium, but Buford's first-person account of embedding with the Inter-City Jibbers, a group of pugilistic Manchester United fans, remains as readable and relevant as ever. He unforgettably recounts the experience of being pummeled by Italian police in Sardinia--and he describes the human capacity for brutality with terrible candor and compelling empathy. The violence he experiences is addictive, adrenaline-induced euphoria, as is his technicolor, emotionally vibrant account of it.  -- F.F.



Broughtupsy




by Christina Cooke

By the time that 20-year-old Akua travels back to Jamaica to see her estranged sister, she's spent half her life in the United States and Canada. Before Akua even arrives at her sister's house, she begins to realize how difficult the transition to her birthplace will be. In the cramped taxi ride from the Kingston airport, other passengers joke with one another in patois, "their words flying hot and quick." Akua's inability to join their banter leaves her feeling like she's "listening through water," one of many such indignities detailed by her evocative, searching narration. But language isn't the only thing that weighs heavily on her relationship with the island; she also has to confront the grief and familial resentment that have unmoored her in the years since her mother's death. Cooke's vibrant debut novel is a queer coming-of-age story and a chronicle of diasporic rediscovery: Akua makes new memories with her sister--and with rebellious strangers whose lives challenge the religious conservatism around them all. Along the way, Akua's loneliness starts to lift, and the island's misfits help make Jamaica feel like home again.  -- Hannah Giorgis



Mina's Matchbox




by Yoko Ogawa, translated by Stephen B. Snyder

In 1972, a young Japanese girl named Tomoko is sent by her mother to live with her aunt's family in the seaside town of Ashiya. Things are a bit odd in their house: Her wealthy, half-German uncle disappears for long stretches; her sickly cousin, Mina, spends much of her time hidden away indoors, but rides a pygmy hippopotamus named Pochiko to school; her aunt searches for typos in books and pamphlets, obsessively identifying these "jewels glittering in a sea of sand." Most enchanting are Mina's many matchboxes, hidden underneath her bed, each of them featuring an intricate, beautiful picture. Mina collects them like talismans and writes devastating stories about the characters that appear on their illustrated labels. Everything, from the eerie events that happen at home to the bigger, global events such as the terror attack at the 1972 Munich Olympics, is filtered through a child's perspective--curious but lacking adult judgment. Tomoko's narration is subtle, almost detached, but the reader is immersed in her ardent love for her fragile cousin, and comes to appreciate how history seeps into every life, even the most sheltered ones.  -- M.C.



This Is Salvaged




by Vauhini Vara

The physical experience of being a human is pretty weird, with our little flappy arms and occasional runny noses. To read Vara's short stories is to briefly inhabit a mind attuned to the fumbling and freedom of having a body. One character draws our attention to "a crust clinging in the tiny bulbed corner" of an eye. Another pronounces that we don't "talk enough about labial sweat." Even flowers are not immune to the indecency of physicality: "Blooming seemed too formal for what the flowers were doing on their stems. They were doing something obscene: spurting; spilling." Vara injects that same irreverence into all of her characters' situations: Two girls work as phone-sex operators after the death of one of their siblings. One woman transforms into a buffalo. "I felt wet, porous, as if the world were washing in and out of me, a nudity of the soul," says another character. These stories, similarly, reveal the leaky boundaries between our bodies and the universe, and bare what's vulnerable, and beautiful, underneath.  -- V.T.



Indulge in a Breezy Beach Read






Glossy




by Marisa Meltzer

There was a brief moment in 2017 when The Atlantic's London bureau shared a WeWork floor with the U.K. marketing team for Glossier, and this was when I first became fascinated with the cult beauty brand, its playful tubes of color, and its virtuoso Instagram presence. Meltzer's 2023 book, Glossy, is a rich, gossipy history of the company's rise. But it's also a fairly succinct examination of womanhood in the 2010s: the cursed girlboss ethos, the growth of social media, the aesthetic nature of aspiration in a moment when feminism was a trend more than a movement. Meltzer thoroughly examines how Glossier's founder, Emily Weiss, ascended seamlessly from her supporting role on The Hills to blogging to founding a billion-dollar brand; the book delivers thrilling details and structural analysis along the way. (Beauty is a business with extremely high profit margins, which explains a lot about its ubiquity in our culture when you think about it.) Mostly, the book left me marveling at how selling a business in this environment was as much about selling yourself as any particular product.  -- Sophie Gilbert



The Coin




by Yasmin Zaher

"Woman unravels in New York City" is hardly an innovative storyline for a novel. Yet The Coin, the Palestinian journalist Zaher's debut--which is, yes, about a woman unraveling in New York City--feels arrestingly new. Its unnamed protagonist, a Palestinian multimillionaire who teaches at a middle school for gifted, underprivileged boys, is a neat freak, a misanthrope, a dirty-minded isolate who dislikes the United States profoundly but lives there because "I wanted a certain life for myself ... Wearing heels was important to me." Her narration is spiky and honest, her choices gleefully, consciously bad. The pleasure she takes in making those decisions and then recounting them is what makes The Coin both unusual and compelling. Our protagonist denies herself nothing she wants, and she denies her audience no detail. The combination renders the book tough to put down.  -- Lily Meyer



The English Understand Wool




by Helen DeWitt

My copy of The English Understand Wool came with a little silver sticker on the front proclaiming it actually funny. Perspicacious sticker: This book is funny in the sense that it will make you laugh--for real, out loud, more than once--but also in the sense that it's a little off-kilter and unlike anything else. Its narrator is Marguerite, a 17-year-old who has been taught by her elegant, commanding maman to play piano and bridge, spot fine tailoring from a distance, and live a life unmarred by mauvais ton: "bad taste." On a trip to London from their home in Marrakech, Marguerite learns something that elevates the novella from a charming comedy of manners to a truly divine combination of psychological thriller, caper, tender coming-of-age story, and barbed publishing-industry satire. It also does all of this in just over 60 pages, making this a book you can actually finish over a single drink from your beach cooler--though once you do, you may well return to the beginning to try to figure out how DeWitt pulled it off.  -- E.C.



The Birthday Party




by Laurent Mauvignier

Despite its title, The Birthday Party isn't ... fun, per se. It's violent and exceedingly dark; when it was longlisted for the 2023 International Booker Prize, the judges said, "It is a very scary book." And it's not a quick read--following a couple, their young daughter, and that family's lone neighbor as they're visited by three menacing men, the plot is unspooled detail by minute detail over the course of roughly 500 pages. Single sentences stretch on so long that by the end of one, you might have forgotten its beginning. But the novel, in its own way, is breezy: Mauvignier drifts gently as a leaf in the wind among characters' perspectives, swirling acrobatically through their interior worlds and sketching their psyches finely before he plunges them into terror. The first explicitly frightening event happens about 100 pages in; by that point, I'd come to care about these people a great deal, and my jaw hurt from anxious clenching, knowing something bad was on the way. The action is made more suspenseful because it explodes in slow motion--gripping enough to make you forget about the sand in your teeth and the seagull circling your sandwich. That's my kind of beach read.  -- F.H.




Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani
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        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	12:29 PM ET

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images in its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries in seven categories, including Birds, Mammals, Other Animals, Plants & Fungi, Landscapes, and Nature's Studio. Contest organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A penguin swims just beneath the surface of an ocean wave as it is about to crash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfing the Wave. First Place, Birds. Gentoo penguin, Sea Lion Island, Falkland Islands. Gentoos are the fastest swimmers among penguins and agile enough to surf breaking waves.
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                Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An ibex stands on a rocky cliff, its eyes shut as wind-driven snow flies around.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eyes Shut and Waiting for Spring. Second Place, Mammals. Alpine ibex are perfectly adapted to the inhospitable conditions at high elevations and can even survive severe winter storms.
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                Flurin Leugger / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very pale series of arch-like rainbows appears in fog above water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fog Bow. Eighth Place, Landscapes. A fog bow, seen on a 2023 expedition cruise along the Denmark Strait in East Greenland.
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                Reinhard Huber / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two small birds in flight, seen in silhouette against both light and dark patches of sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerobatics in Morning Light. Second Place, Nature's Studio. In the warm glow of the morning sun in the Wadden Sea, a pair of wagtails chase each other through the air.
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                Christian Brinkmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a thin strip of blue water in a small valley among sand dunes, with a rounded, darker-colored bank at bottom that makes the whole scene look like a stylized painting of an eye.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eye of the Desert. Fourth Place, Nature's Studio. Dune landscape in Lencois Maranhenses, Brazil. The formation resembles an eye with a green pupil and an eyelid.
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                Martin Koppert / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The face of a cheetah, seen feeding on the leg of a fallen zebra.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the Eye of the Cheetah. Eighth Place, Mammals. "But cheetahs don't kill zebras!" proclaimed our astounded guide in Madikwe, South Africa. But this cheetah with three adolescents in tow managed to do just that.
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                Monika Morlak / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A fog-shrouded landscape, backdropped by sunlit mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Foggy Morning in Bavaria. Third Place (tie), Landscapes. A view of Bavarian mountains in the early morning sun while low-lying regions remain shrouded in fog.
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                Ulrike Eisenmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: About a dozen swans stand together on a snow-covered frozen lake, as another swan flies in for a landing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Incoming. Second Place, Birds. Whooper swans, seen during a snowstorm on a frozen lake in Hokkaido, Japan.
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                Marion Vollborn / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tiny crab stands amid a network of many paths formed by discarded pellets of sand scattered about.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crab Art. Sventh Place, Nature's Studio. A striking formation on a beach in Malaysia. Sand-bubbler crabs sift through sand searching for food. Discarded grains are rolled into pellets to ensure the same sand isn't sifted twice.
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                Jan Piecha / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird flies toward a house's eave that is full of at least four other combative birds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Greedy Kestrels. Seventh Place, Birds. Just a few days before fledging, Dortmund, 2023.
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                Peter Lindel / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a frost-covered flower in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Frosty Bell(e). Second Place, Plants and Fungi. A pasqueflower on a frosty morning.
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                Sigi Zang / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Many small birds stand, facing the same direction, toward the camera, seen at ground-level.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Morning Roll Call. Third Place, Birds. Black skimmers (Rynchops niger) on the east coast of Florida.
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                Jens Kahlert / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Charred and glowing tree trunks stand on a hillside during a forest fire, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Inferno. Third Place (tie), Landscapes. Glowing trunks of a spruce forest, in which flames repeatedly flare up; first night of the 2022 wildfire in the Elbe Sandstone Mountains.
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                Tobias Richter / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of the internal structure of an ice floe, showing many parallel lines]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Structures. Fifth Place, Nature's Studio. A lateral view into an ice floe at Fjallsarlon, Iceland.
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                Susanne Barkmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Part of a rainbow appears to hang in a distant U-shaped valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lapporten. Tenth Place, Landscapes. Lapporten is a striking U-shaped valley in Lapland, just outside Abisko National Park.
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                Klaus Bombach / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A swimming duck tries to grab a small mussel that gets away from it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Predator and Prey. Ninth Place, Birds, and Prize of the Jury winner. An eider drake tries in vain to snatch a mussel in Kieler Forde.
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                Jan Sohler / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two mushrooms stand among green plants, their tops covered in long hairlike mold structures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bonnet Mold. Fifth Place, Plants and Fungi. Bonnet with bonnet mold. This widespread pin mold primarily parasitizes this particular group of fungi.
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                Matthias Huther / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mudskipper leaps, seen at ground level.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mudflats at Sunset. Fifth Place, Other Animals. A blue-spotted mudskipper at sunset on a mudflat in Malaysia.
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                Jan Piecha / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Light fog lingers over a lush river landscape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Early Morning in the Mulde Floodplain. Sixth Place, Special Category: All Things Flow--Germany's River Landscapes. The photograph shows a tributary of the Mulde in early morning light.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Kevin Pronnecke / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A leopard seal swims beneath a floating piece of ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Leopard. Tenth Place, Mammals. Antarctica is one of the most fragile ecosystems on Earth and home to some extremely unusual creatures. The leopard seal is one of only two apex predators in Antarctica and often found foraging in ice-covered waters. Although the seals feed mainly on krill, they also prey on juvenile seals and penguins chicks entering the water for the first time after fledging at the end of the austral summer.
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                Scott Portelli / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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China Has Gotten the Trade War It Deserves

The Biden administration's steep new tariffs are a rational response to Xi Jinping's aggressive economic policies.

by Michael Schuman




A global trade war is starting, and China is at the center of it. A reckoning for Beijing's economic model, which is designed to promote Chinese industry at the expense of the rest of the world, has long been coming. China's trading partners have had enough. The result will be a wave of protectionism, with potentially dire consequences for both China and the global economy.

The most obvious and dramatic evidence for this was unveiled yesterday by President Joe Biden, who announced that his administration would quadruple the existing tariffs on imported Chinese electric vehicles, to 100 percent. He will also hike tariffs on steel, aluminum, medical equipment, semiconductors, solar cells, and lithium batteries. The Chinese government instantly protested and threatened action of its own. "The United States should immediately correct its wrong practices," the Chinese Ministry of Commerce said in a statement. "China will take resolute measures to defend its own rights and interests."

Yet China's leaders have no one to blame but themselves. They joined a global trading system and then gamed that system. Biden's tariffs are the natural response, though not an entirely positive one. Protectionism raises costs, hurts consumers, shields unworthy companies from competition, and punishes worthier ones. Disputes over trade will only intensify the rivalry between the world's two great powers.

This souring of trade relations wasn't always foreordained--but it had become virtually unavoidable. Chinese leader Xi Jinping has failed to reform his economy in ways that would have made this trade war less likely. Facing this confrontation with the United States, he is even less likely to make reforms today. The result is trade conflict and heightened political tensions that benefit no one.

Derek Thompson: Trade wars are not good, or easy to win

Biden targeted EVs for a reason. Beijing's leaders wanted to dominate that industry and threw the weight of the state behind Chinese companies. The program was undeniably successful. China is at the forefront of the EV industry, while the United States, with the exception of Tesla, has barely gotten out of the parking lot. But electrical automotive is also a sector in which China's government has played such a heavy role, and created so much manufacturing capacity, that other governments believe their own industries are at risk.

Both that prowess and that excess were on display recently at the Beijing Auto Show. The exhibition included no fewer than 278 EV models. That's indicative of a market jammed with 139 EV brands. The already gridlocked Chinese car market didn't dissuade the Chinese smartphone maker Xiaomi from jumping in, with its first EV offering in the show's spotlight.

China simply has too many car companies with too many factories making too many cars. Counting both EVs and internal-combustion-engine vehicles, China's auto industry now has the capacity to produce almost twice as many vehicles as Chinese consumers are buying, according to the Shanghai-based consultancy Automobility Limited. Although oversupply in the EV sector, where demand is still growing, is not as severe as in the legacy business, Chinese automakers are still adding assembly lines. BYD, for instance, plans to more than double its EV production capacity by 2026.

China now has the largest domestic car market in the world, but even Chinese consumers cannot sustain so many factories, especially as the country's economy slows. So automakers are off-loading their surplus products into the global marketplace. China vied with Japan for the title of world's largest car exporter last year.

This hefty outflow of Chinese cars has earned unwelcome attention from policy makers in the U.S. and Europe. They contend that the Chinese government unduly supports and promotes China's bloated automobile sector; as a consequence, their own automakers are threatened by a deluge of cheap Chinese vehicles. During an official visit to China in late April, U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken said that the issue of China's excess capacity was "front and center" for Washington. Chinese industry, he added, is "flooding markets, undermining competition, putting at risk livelihoods and businesses around the world." While also visiting China in April, Germany's chancellor, Olaf Scholz, expressed similar concerns.

"The one thing that must always be clear is that competition must be fair," Scholz said in a speech in Shanghai. China's leaders think it already is. They retort that the success of Chinese automakers is due entirely to their competitive advantages. Premier Li Qiang told Scholz that greater supply "is conducive to full market competition and promoting the survival of the fittest."

Michael Schuman: To China, all's fair in love and trade wars

The state news agency Xinhua argued that China's edge "has been honed through diligent efforts and genuine expertise, rooted in market competition, innovation, and entrepreneurship," and went on to claim that "the world doesn't want less of China's capacity, but wants more." Therefore, the criticism of China's industry "may look like an economic discussion," a spokesperson for the Chinese foreign ministry said, but it "ignores more than 200 years of the basic concept of comparative advantage in Western economics."

The fact that some Chinese EV companies have developed highly competitive products and technology, and benefit from real cost advantages in a relatively low-wage economy, is certainly true. Yet the government's role in building and sustaining that sector is undeniable as well. Chinese economic planners wished to accelerate the EV sector's development, so, almost a decade ago, they targeted electric vehicles for special state assistance through their Made in China 2025 industrial program. The assistance was controversial from the start because American and European business leaders and policy makers feared--rightly, it now appears--that Beijing's backing for its favored industries would distort global markets. Tax breaks, low-interest loans, subsidies to make EVs more affordable, and other aid followed.

These interventions encouraged private capital to jump in as well. The result was an explosion of investment in start-ups, factories, and supply chains. As Bert Hofman, an expert on China's economy at the National University of Singapore, told me: "If the central government says this is the new growth area, electric vehicles are the future, everybody and their grandmothers start something in electric vehicles."

All governments place their thumb on the scale to promote their national industries to some degree. China's thumb simply weighs more heavily. A 2022 study by the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington conservatively estimated that China spent $248 billion supporting its industries in 2019. That's twice as much as the United States did.

"It's the whole financial system, the whole economic system that is leveraged for industrial policy, which is very different than what's been happening in market economies," Camille Boullenois, an analyst of Chinese industry at the research firm Rhodium Group, told me. Where electric vehicles are concerned, "it's very hard to imagine the industry growing as fast without government support."

The excess capacity, however, is not so much by design. As the automobile industry in China was revving up, the economy was slowing down. Bill Russo, Automobility's founder, explained to me that automakers overestimated the growth of the Chinese car market and ended up building factories to churn out vehicles for customers that never materialized. Passenger-car sales are still below where they were in 2017 thanks to a stumbling economy, the ravages of the pandemic, and other factors. Such investment, he said, "has been the formula for cashing in on China's growth, and you're going to have a reckoning at one point in time--and that's what we're faced with right now."

This problem is not confined to cars. China's steel industry has maintained its output even though demand at home has been declining. The Australian bank Westpac said recently that steel exports, which are approaching record levels, have become a "release valve" for this excess. Even as China's leaders rebutted foreign criticism of its bloated industries, they released draft regulations in early May to rein in expansion of lithium-battery manufacturing. Chinese state-owned media are reporting that a glut of solar panels--another sector dominated by Chinese companies--is depressing prices and squeezing profits. A surge of Chinese investment into manufacturing "legacy" microchips (those using older technology) is sparking fears they could flood the global marketplace.

Richard Fontaine: The China problem isn't going away

Facing this Chinese onslaught, governments around the world are stepping in to protect their own industries. The European Commission is currently conducting an investigation into China's subsidizing of electric vehicles with an eye to imposing its own tariffs on their import. Rhodium anticipates that the EU will apply a duty of 15 to 30 percent on EVs, but the group argues that even this may not be sufficient to deter Chinese automakers. The Biden administration's move to a 100 percent EV tariff no doubt reflects similar thinking. Chile has already slapped tariffs on some Chinese steel products, while Brazil imposed quotas and duties to stave off an influx of cheap steel, mainly from China.

Beijing could fend off these restrictions by reforming its domestic market. The flip side of China's excessive supply is weak demand. This is caused not just by slowing growth, but also by its entire economic model. As Michael Pettis, a specialist in China's economy at Peking University, recently pointed out, Beijing's dirigiste policy has a side effect of subsidizing China's industry even more than it appears, by both directly and indirectly transferring wealth from families to factories: Rather than encouraging spending on goods, all of the economic incentives are to make capital investment in manufacturing. China's economic model favors producers over consumers, which holds down household incomes and limits their spending. Lacking customers at home, Chinese industry is forced to seek them abroad.

New policies that nudge Chinese families to spend more and save less could alleviate the problem. One way to do this would be to strengthen the country's feeble social safety net. But Chinese leaders have done little to encourage that transition, perhaps because the necessary liberalizing reforms could weaken the Communist Party's control over the economy and society. That leaves China's industrial giants little option but to spew their excess into the global marketplace, in an effort to sustain growth and employment. The outcome is that China sells to the world more goods than it buys from it. Hofman calculated that China recorded trade surpluses with 173 economies in 2023 and deficits with only 50. That added up to a merchandise trade surplus of more than $800 billion.

Xi Jinping seems set on making matters worse. His principal economic goal of achieving "self-sufficiency" aims to reduce what China purchases from other countries and substitute goods made by foreign companies with Chinese alternatives--especially in industries, such as green energy, that other governments find strategic. In doing so, Xi is practically inviting more intense trade disputes.

In Xi's thinking, economic growth "is going to come from churning out a lot of this stuff and exporting it to the world," Leland Miller, a co-founder of the research firm China Beige Book, told me. "Why they think they can get away with that when they are already running giant, politically charged trade surpluses with most of the world, including the United States, and they're going to supercharge those surpluses and think that's going to be successful ... it doesn't make much sense."

The big point is that China is not just exporting too much stuff; it's also exporting its economic problems. Xi intends to maintain Chinese jobs and factories at the expense of other countries' workers and companies, to avoid necessary but potentially disruptive reform at home. That means Xi is actually undermining the great hope of China's rise. A wealthier China was supposed to be an engine of global prosperity. Xi's version is promoting protectionism and confrontation that threaten that prosperity.

Facing political pressure at home, politicians around the world are forced to defend their economies from Xi's strategy, even if that leads to trade wars that sour relations with Beijing. This is not a good outcome for the global economy or for geopolitical stability. But Xi's policies have made it inevitable.
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The Real ID Deadline Will Never Arrive

The enhanced-license requirement survives despite--or maybe because of--its lack of urgency.

by Jim Harper




If you fly regularly, you've probably seen signs saying that the Real ID Act will soon go into full effect. When that happens, all domestic travelers using a driver's license at TSA checkpoints will have to show a federally compliant one--or be turned away. On May 7, exactly a year ahead of the latest purported enforcement date, a USA Today story bore the headline "The 2025 Real ID Deadline for New Licenses Is Really Real This Time, DHS Says." Maybe the Department of Homeland Security needs to pinkie-swear to make the 2025 date really, really real, because those airport signs and travel stories have been telling us about a final deadline for more than 15 years. And yet, that deadline has never arrived. If past extensions are any indication, it probably never will.

The 2005 Real ID law created a national system for sharing driver information, set more onerous documentation standards for driver's licenses than states had previously used, and added security rules that pushed states to mail licenses to applicants rather than issuing them on the spot. During the years of collective panic that followed the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, lawmakers and executive-branch agencies pushed through a raft of measures--common-sense ones, such as fortified cockpit doors, but also more controversial ones, such as expanded data surveillance and airport body-scanning machines. To this day, recorded airport announcements still warn passengers about "heightened security measures" that have been in place for more than a decade and might well remain heightened in perpetuity.

Originally meant to take full effect in 2008, Real ID now looks like a particularly misguided bit of post-9/11 security theater. The measure survives in public policy despite, or perhaps precisely because of, its lack of urgency.

The deadline has been delayed again and again. The initial holdup was that many states bristled at federal encroachment on their turf and at the cost of revamping their license systems to meet the new standards. More recently, Homeland Security has cited the slow uptake of Real ID cards--the department estimated last year that 44 percent of the population did not have a compliant license--and administrative backlogs related to the coronavirus pandemic.

Derek Thompson: Air travel is a disaster right now. Here's why 

If requiring a Real ID license for every airline passenger were essential to preventing another 9/11-style attack, this would have become clear years ago. As my 2006 book, Identity Crisis, pointed out, supporters of Real ID could not plausibly claim that the policy would thwart foreign terrorists, who can travel within the United States using passports.

Perhaps that's why supporters pivoted after the Real ID Act's passage to touting the policy as protection against identity fraud and illegal immigration. These assertions don't hold up either. Identity fraud typically involves hacking into victims' financial accounts, or starting new ones, under circumstances in which banks and merchants don't check ID.

Controlling illegal immigration through an identification system would require something much further-reaching than Real ID: registering all Americans from birth and all lawful newcomers from the moment of entry, using a strong biometric identifier. Then, checking people against a centrally managed database when they applied for a job, sought health care, or made a credit-card payment would trip up the people who aren't in it. Many people, including me, intuitively oppose such a system because it would be intrusive on its own terms and because of how it might be used to track and control people's activities. Whether you are worried about access to ammunition or access to reproductive services, you can reasonably harbor doubts about the potential uses and abuses of any national ID system.

Real ID is a peculiar hybrid--the closest thing to a national ID that was politically viable at the time of the act's passage. But the marginal security gains are not worth even the short-term costs: burdensome document demands, longer lines at motor-vehicle departments, slower license issuance.

Applying cost-benefit analysis and other rigorous tools to policy making was difficult in the post-9/11 era and remains so today. Remote risks, such as novel attacks on transportation, must be weighed against inconveniences to hundreds of millions of travelers. Even today, the invocation of terrorism activates many people's "lizard brain," in which the fight-or-flight instinct overwhelms rational thinking about security. Knowing this, politicians and security-agency administrators fear being blamed for any future attack with at least notional connections to fraudulent state identification cards. Now that most states are at least partially compliant with federal standards, the percentage of Americans with a Real ID license is likely to tick upward over time. And with the help of technology, the U.S. government is steadily expanding its role in identity verification. The TSA is rolling out its ostensibly voluntary facial-scanning system at more and more airports.

In December 2020, Congress passed legislation allowing for digital driver's licenses, carried on smartphones and smartwatches, that would comply with Real ID requirements. This nominal upgrade to the licensing regime may make identity checking far more common and data gathering easier; it also expands Homeland Security's influence over the configuration of licenses. A digital driver's license is not like a paper one without the bulk. As the ACLU's Jay Stanley warned in a 2021 report, its functions could include "phoning home" to central databases, revealing when and where you present it, and allowing tracking by businesses and government institutions that check it. Because of these and other dangers, the American public should think carefully before adopting digital licenses in the name of convenience in coming years.

Russell Berman: The obvious voting-rights solution that no Democrat will propose

In the meantime, Americans who travel frequently will be barraged with exhortations to adopt 2005's state-of-the-art license technology, Real ID. Fortunately, the threat of being denied boarding without a compliant license is hollow. If every Real ID holdout decided to get a compliant license between now and May 2025, states probably wouldn't be able to handle the administrative burden. Under any likely scenario, the political costs of turning Americans away at airports in May 2025 will be too high.

Here's my prediction: Well before next May, the Real ID compliance deadline will be rolled back again. The only uncertainty is the reason the federal government will give us.
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A Courtroom Parade of Trump's Allies

A jumbled cast of GOP characters have inserted themselves into the former president's legal drama.

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.


It's common, in criminal court, for a defendant's friends and family to join them in the courtroom as a show of love and support. That's not exactly what's happening in Manhattan this week. More, after these three stories from The Atlantic:

	Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves.
 	The art of survival
 	The Baby Reindeer mess was inevitable.




Trump's Courtroom Groupies

Donald Trump's hush-money trial was already strange enough. A former president and a porn star walk into a Manhattan courtroom. But an additional cast of characters have recently inserted themselves into the drama. During this week's testimony from Trump's former attorney Michael Cohen, Republican politicians of many different ranks donned their courtroom best and headed downtown to put on a show for the boss. Although these particular charges could be the weakest of the many indictments Trump faces, one got the sense that none of his party allies was there to discuss the finer points of the law.

Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, who quite famously opposes pornography on religious grounds, nevertheless accompanied the man accused of cheating on his wife with a porn star to his trial yesterday. Outside the building, Johnson told reporters that the case is a "sham" and a "ridiculous prosecution." At Monday's session, Senators Tommy Tuberville of Alabama and J. D. Vance of Ohio apparently adopted the roles of Tom Servo and Crow T. Robot for the event, each offering running commentary on the "dingy" courtroom, with its "depressing" vibes; the disturbing number of mask-wearing attendees; and the "psychological torture" being inflicted on Trump (who, as a reminder, has been charged with 34 felonies in this case alone).

The former presidential candidates Vivek Ramaswamy and North Dakota Governor Doug Burgum took turns bemoaning the state of the justice system. Even a few bit players wanted in on the action, including pro-Trump Iowa Attorney General Brenna Bird, who flew all the way from Des Moines to stand before the news cameras and remind viewers that "politics has no place in a criminal prosecution."

You might be wondering: Don't these people have anything better to do? The answer is that, in today's Republican Party, prostration before Trump is as much part of the job as anything else.

All of this showboating has been happening for several reasons. "At its most tangible level, what we're seeing is a work-around to the gag order," Sarah Isgur, a former senior spokesperson for the Trump-era Justice Department, told me. The ex-president was warned by the presiding judge, Juan Merchan, that if he talks or posts any more about the jury or the judge's family, he could face jail time. So, just as in a political campaign, Trump's surrogates are stepping up to stump for him.

Legally, Trump can't ask these politicians to violate the order on his behalf. But why would he have to ask when they know exactly what he wants from them? "The playbook that Trump expects party members in good standing to follow is in public," Amanda Carpenter, a former GOP staffer and now an editor at Protect Democracy, told me. Trump's given these acolytes their cues with his posts on Truth Social, and they're dutifully following them.

Lower Manhattan has, over the past week, become a pilgrimage site for those vying to be in Trump's inner circle, with a court appearance carrying the promise of a holy anointing. You could also think about this courtside display as another audition in the early veepstakes. For Ramaswamy, Burgum, and Vance, in particular, this moment is a chance to demonstrate their abiding loyalty to Trump in the hopes of being selected as his running mate. Others may have reasoned that a little time in front of the cameras yelling "Sham trial!" will go a long way toward snagging a plum Cabinet position in a second Trump administration. (A virtual unknown such as Bird, of course, probably doesn't expect to get either of these things. But, as every climber knows, one must never miss an opportunity to ingratiate oneself with the boss.)

Which brings us to one final observation. "There's a larger, more philosophical reason they're all there," Isgur said. "That's what the Republican Party stands for now." There is no real platform, no consistent set of principles. There is only Trump, and degrees of loyalty to him. These courtroom groupies are simply responding to the obvious incentives--"If you didn't know that the Republican Party is now focused on Trump," Isgur said, "I've got an oceanfront property to sell you in Arizona."

That's their deal, but what about the boss's? Trump no longer appears concerned only with shielding himself from political accountability. Now that he has almost clinched the nomination, he's using the party to shield himself from criminal accountability, too. This has given the GOP a new rallying cry. "The Big Lie in 2020 was that the election was stolen," Carpenter said. "The Big Lie 2.0 is that justice has been weaponized against him to deprive him of the presidency."

Related:

	Trump's alternate-reality criminal trial
 	What Donald Trump fears most




Today's News

	Slovakia's prime minister, Robert Fico, was shot several times in an assassination attempt. He has been hospitalized and is undergoing surgery.
 	President Joe Biden and Donald Trump agreed to two presidential debates. The first one will be hosted by CNN on June 27, and the second will take place on September 10, broadcast by ABC.
 	A barge slammed into the Pelican Island Causeway in Galveston, Texas, causing a partial collapse and spilling oil in the bay below.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: This week, Google and OpenAI announced competing visions for the future of generative AI, Matteo Wong writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Alamy.



The New Workplace Power Symbols

By Michael Waters

If you walked into an office building during the second half of the 20th century, you could probably figure out who had power with a single glance: Just look for the person in the corner office. The corner offices of yore were big, with large windows offering city views and constant streams of light, plus unbeatable levels of privacy. Everyone wanted them, but only those at the top got them. Land in one, and you'd know you'd made it.
 Fast-forward to today, and that emblem of corporate success is dying off. The number of private offices along the side of a building, a category that includes those in the corner, has shrunk by about half since 2021, according to the real-estate company CBRE. But today's workplace transformation goes beyond the corner.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What Alice Munro has left us
 	The horseshoe theory of Google Search
 	The eight dynamics that will shape the election




Culture Break


Timothy A. Clary / AFP / Getty



Look. The dogs at the 148th Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show made a big splash. Check out the images from this year's competition.

Read. "Tapering," a poem by Jane Huffman:

"I'm tapering / the doctor says-- // It might feel / like you can hear / your eyes moving--"

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

For the past few months, it wasn't exactly clear whether President Biden and Trump would meet on the debate stage before November. (Some, including The Atlantic's David Frum, argued that they shouldn't.) Well, folks, it looks like they're doing it. The two presidential contenders agreed today to participate in two debates. The agreed-upon rules stipulate that neither event will have a studio audience--a welcome development for viewers who would rather watch a political debate than an episode of Jerry Springer.

-- 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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        Photos From the 2024 Westminster Dog Show

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 15, 2024

            	24 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show took place in New York City over the past week, showcasing more than 3,000 dogs of 200 different breeds and varieties. This year's Best in Show was awarded to a miniature poodle named Sage. Gathered below are images from this year's competition, held at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dog makes a big splash in a pool after jumping in.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog splashes down during the Dock Diving event at the 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show at USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center, in New York City, on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: Four pugs stand beside their handlers at a dog show.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pugs stand in the judging area during the 2024 Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show at Arthur Ashe Stadium, in New York City, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog winces as it is brushed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A papillon named Joshua during a grooming session on day one of the Westminster Kennel Club Dog show on May 13, 2024
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                [image: A close view of a sheepdog's face, its tongue sticking out, its eyes hidden under long fur, and hair ties holding some of its muzzle fur]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An old English sheepdog rests inside the grooming tent on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog herds a group of five ducks during a competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog herds ducks into a cage at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A dog leaps above a swimming pool, trying to bite a frisbee that has just been thrown.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs compete during Canine Celebration Day on May 11, 2024, in Queens, New York.
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                [image: At least two people pet a wrinkly, resting dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People pet a shar pei during the show on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A handler grooms a fluffy white dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A samoyed is readied inside the grooming tent on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A shaggy sheepdog trots behind a handler.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Bergamasco sheepdog runs in the judging area on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a small dog's face]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Brussels griffon stands in the benching area during the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A woman with a large white wig stands beside a white dog on a grooming table.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is prepared for the show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A person takes a picture of a pug wearing a flowery hat and a tutu.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pug named Fatty Patty poses for her owner on day one of the show, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A Boston terrier leaps over an obstacle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sparrow, a Boston terrier from Lowell, Michigan, competes in the Non-Sporting Group during the 148th Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A half-dozen dogs stand with their handlers in a waiting area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs stand, gathered with their handlers during the show, on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog leaps and turns, running through an obstacle course.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog participates in Masters Agility Championship Preliminaries on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog with very long hair walks on an artificial grass surface in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Comet, a shih tzu, competes in breed group judging on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A dog lies on its side while being groomed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is groomed at Arthur Ashe Stadium on May 13, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Lokman Vural Elibol / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A golden retriever sitting beside its handler appears to smile.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A golden retriever and its handler wait to compete in breed group judging on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A person runs beside an Afghan hound in front of judges and an audience.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Handler Willy Santiago competes with the Afghan hound Zaida during breed group judging on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: Several handlers kneel down beside their Irish setters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Irish setters are prepared for competition on May 14, 2024.
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                A dog is readied for the show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A tiny dog runs beside its handler.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs compete during the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A dog rests, with a small fan pointed directly at it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Quan, a chow chow from New York, cools down before competing on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A well-groomed black poodle stands in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sage, a miniature poodle from Houston, Texas, stands before winning the Best in Show group during the annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, at Arthur Ashe Stadium, on May 14, 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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Google and OpenAI Are Battling for AI Supremacy

This week, the tech giants announced different visions for the future of generative AI.

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


This week has felt like the early days of the generative-AI boom, filled with dazzling events concerning the future of the technology.

On Monday, OpenAI held a last-minute "Spring Update" event in which the company announced its newest AI model, GPT-4o, in an impressive live demo. Running on the iPhone's ChatGPT app, the model appeared able to understand live camera footage, help solve a math problem, and translate a live conversation between English and Italian speakers. Every previous smartphone assistant, including Apple's Siri, now appears obsolete--and the smartphone itself might be reimagined as the device most "perfectly positioned to run generative-AI programs," as I wrote on Monday.

Not to be outdone, Google followed suit yesterday during its annual developer conference, which focused almost exclusively on generative AI. Alongside various technological advances, the company laid out its vision for search in the AI era: "Google will do the Googling for you," Liz Reid, the company's head of search, declared. In other words, chatbots will take the work out of finding information online. Lurking beneath the announcements was an acknowledgment that AI is better suited at synthesizing existing information and formatting it into an accessible format than providing clear, definitive answers. "  That's not omniscience; it's the ability to tap into Google's preexisting index of the web," I noted yesterday.

OpenAI's and Google's announcements are a duel over not just which product is best, but which kind of generative AI will be most useful to people. The ChatGPT app promises to do everything, all in one place; AI-powered Google search promises to be more of an open-ended guide. Whether users will embrace either vision of a remade web remains to be seen.

-- Matteo Wong, associate editor



What to Read Next

	The live translation exhibited in OpenAI's demo gestures toward a world in which people no longer feel compelled to learn foreign languages. Louise Matsakis explored this potential AI-induced death of bilingualism in March, writing, "We may find that we've allowed deep human connections to be replaced by communication that's technically proficient but ultimately hollow."
 	Another, perhaps even more alarming future for the world's languages: Generative AI, which is most proficient in the handful of languages with plentiful training data, may push thousands of other tongues into extinction. "If generative AI indeed becomes the portal through which the internet is accessed," I wrote in March, "then billions of people may in fact be worse off than they are today."




P.S.

The buzz over AI image generators and deepfakes was preceded, decades ago, by similar excitement and hand-wringing over Adobe's Photoshop, then "the primary battlefield for debates around fake imagery," my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote last week. In the age of AI, Photoshop is struggling to adjust to being just one player in a crowded field.

-- Matteo
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The Horseshoe Theory of Google Search

New generative-AI features are bringing the company back to basics.

by Matteo Wong




Earlier today, Google presented a new vision for its flagship search engine, one that is uniquely tailored to the generative-AI moment. With advanced technology at its disposal, "Google will do the Googling for you," Liz Reid, the company's head of search, declared onstage at the company's annual software conference.



Googling something rarely yields an immediate, definitive answer. You enter a query, confront a wall of blue links, open a zillion tabs, and wade through them to find the most relevant information. If that doesn't work, you refine the search and start again. Now Google is rolling out "AI overviews" that might compile a map of "anniversary worthy" restaurants in Dallas sorted by ambiance (live music, rooftop patios, and the like), comb recipe websites to create meal plans, structure an introduction to an unfamiliar topic, and so on.



The various other generative-AI features shown today--code-writing tools, a new image-generating model, assistants for Google Workspace and Android phones--were buoyed by the usual claims about how AI will be able to automate or assist you with any task. But laced throughout the announcements seemed to be a veiled admission of generative AI's shortcomings: The technology is great at synthesizing and recontextualizing information. It's not the best at giving definitive answers. Perhaps as a result, the company seems to be hoping that generative AI can turn its search bar into a sort of educational aid--a tool to guide your inquiry rather than fully resolving it on its own.



This mission was made explicit in the company's introduction of LearnLM, a suite of AI models that will be integrated into Google Search, the stand-alone Gemini chatbot, and YouTube. You will soon be able to ask Gemini to make a "Simpler" search overview or "Break It Down" into digestible chunks, and to ask questions in the middle of academic YouTube videos such as recorded lectures. AI tools that can teach any subject, or explain any scientific paper, are also in the works. "Generative AI enables you to have an interactive experience with information that allows you to then imbibe it better," Ben Gomes, the senior vice president of learning and the longtime head of search at Google, told me in an interview yesterday.



The obvious, immediate question that LearnLM, and Google's entire suite of AI products, raises is: Why would anybody trust this technology to reliably plan their wedding anniversary, let alone teach their child? Generative AI is infamous for making things up and then authoritatively asserting them as truth. Google's very first generative-AI demo involved such an error, sending the company's stock cratering by 9 percent. Hallucinate, the term used when an AI model invents things, was Dictionary.com's 2023 word of the year. Last month, the tech columnist Geoffrey Fowler pilloried Google's AI-powered-search experiment as a product that "makes up facts, misinterprets questions, delivers out-of-date information and just generally blathers on." Needless to say, an SAT tutor who occasionally hallucinates that the square root of 16 is five will not be an SAT tutor for long.

Read: The tragedy of Google Search

There are, in fairness, a plethora of techniques that Google and other companies use in an attempt to ground AI outputs in established facts. Google and Bing searches that use AI provide long lists of footnotes and links (although these host their own share of scams and unreliable sources). But the search giant's announcements today, and my interview yesterday, suggest that the company is resolving these problems in part by reframing the role of AI altogether. As Gomes told me, generative AI can serve as a "learning companion," a technology that can "stimulate curiosity" rather than deliver one final answer.



The LearnLM models, Gomes said, are being designed to point people to outside sources, so they can get "information from multiple perspectives" and "verify in multiple places that this is exactly what you want." The LearnLM tools can simplify and help explain concepts in a dialogue, but they are not designed to be arbiters of truth. Rather, Gomes wants the AI to push people toward the educators and creators that already exist on the internet. "That's the best way of building trust," he said.

Read: What to do about the junkification of the internet

This strategy extends to the other AI features Google is bringing to search too. The AI overviews, Gomes told me, "rely heavily on pointing you back to web resources for you to be able to verify that the information is correct." Google's three unique advantages over competing products, Reid said at the conference, are its access to real-time information, advanced ranking algorithms, and Gemini. The majority of Google Search's value, in other words, has nothing to do with generative AI; instead, it comes from the information online that Google can already pull up, and which a chatbot can simply translate into a digestible format. Again and again, the conference returned to Gemini's access to the highest-quality real-time information. That's not omniscience; it's the ability to tap into Google's preexisting index of the web.



That's arguably what generative AI is best designed for. These algorithms are trained to find statistical patterns and predict words in a sentence, not discern fact from falsehood. That makes them potentially great at linking unrelated ideas, simplifying concepts, devising mnemonics, or pointing users to other content on the web. Every AI overview is "complete with a range of perspectives and links to dive deeper," Reid said--that is, a better-formatted and more relevant version of the wall of blue links that Google has served for decades.



Generative AI, then, is in some ways providing a return to what Google Search was before the company infused it with product marketing and snippets and sidebars and Wikipedia extracts--all of which have arguably contributed to the degradation of the product. The AI-powered searches that Google executives described didn't seem like going to an oracle so much as a more pleasant version of Google: pulling together the relevant tabs, pointing you to the most useful links, and perhaps even encouraging you to click on them.



Maybe Gemini can help sort through the keyword-stuffed junk that has afflicted the search engine. Certainly, that is the purpose of the educational AI that Gomes told me about. A chatbot, in this more humble form, will streamline but not upend the work of searching, and in turn learning.
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The Battleground States That Will Shape the Election

New polling shows Biden falling behind Trump in key swing states. What issues matter most to voters there?

by Lora Kelley




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


New polling shows Joe Biden trailing Donald Trump in five out of six key swing states. Voters there say they want change--which presents a challenge for the candidate who won in 2020 on the promise of normalcy.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Biden's weakness with young voters isn't about Gaza.
 	The Real ID deadline will never arrive.
 	The Atlantic's summer reading guide




The Battleground States

Michigan and Nevada are two very different places. As are Pennsylvania and Arizona, Wisconsin and Georgia. Still, these six states share a quality of enormous consequence: They wield massive electoral influence because their voters tend to waffle on their political preferences. In swing states, a suburb here, a county there--totaling perhaps a few hundred thousand votes--may be enough to decide who will become the next president.

Earlier this week, a new set of polls from The New York Times, Siena College, and The Philadelphia Inquirer found that, among registered voters, Donald Trump leads Joe Biden in five swing states (Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, and Pennsylvania), and Biden is ahead only in Wisconsin. In 2020, Biden carried all six of those battleground states, which helped him clinch the election. Though he doesn't need every single one this time--wins in Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin, for example, could help get him to 270 electoral votes--the polling signals some glaring challenges for his campaign in the months to come.

Americans are divided on policy issues--especially when it comes to the economy and Israel's war in Gaza. But abortion is an issue that will resonate across the country at every level of the ballot, my colleague David Graham told me. And it's one area where Democrats clearly "have an edge."

The polling also gestured at a sweeping sense of dissatisfaction among 70 percent of respondents, who said that they want major changes in America's political and economic system, or for it to be torn down entirely. And they don't seem to think that Biden--who promised in 2020 a presidency steeped in normalcy--can bring that. Voters are divided on whether Trump would bring good or bad changes, but an overwhelming majority of them believe that he would indeed shake up (or tear down) our country's political and economic system.

"If the election is a referendum on Biden, he's clearly in trouble," David told me. Here's a look at the swing states and some of the issues that matter most to their voters.

Arizona

Arizona has voted Republican in all but a few presidential elections in recent decades, and its MAGA presence--though diminished in the 2022 midterms--is strong. Biden won the state by just 10,000 votes in 2020, and Trump has used this slim margin of victory to push his disproven claim that the election was stolen. Recent polling shows that the state is leaning heavily toward Trump, and Republicans are banking on people voting red in response to the rising cost of living and immigration. But abortion will be another significant concern; some Arizonans were up in arms last month after the state's supreme court reinstated a Civil War-era law that banned most abortions with no exceptions for rape or incest. The governor has since signed a repeal of the ban--but abortion access will likely remain top of mind for some voters.

Michigan

Biden won Michigan by a smaller margin than expected in 2020, and a new confluence of factors is making his prospects there shaky. Times/Siena polling found that Biden was trending slightly ahead of Trump among likely voters, but trailing behind among registered voters. Voters in the state are worried about inflation and the economy. And as my colleague Ronald Brownstein wrote earlier this month, Biden has been "whipsawed by defections among multiple groups Democrats rely on, including Arab Americans, auto workers, young people, and Black Americans" in Michigan. About 13 percent of voters (some 100,000 people) in the state's February Democratic primary voted "uncommitted" in protest of Biden's handling of Gaza, signaling that Gaza is on the minds of voters in the state, which has the largest percentage of Arab Americans in the country. Adding to the mix is Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who has managed to get on the state ballot and could inject uncertainty into the race and siphon votes from the major candidates.

Georgia

This bedrock of modern suburban conservatism delivered a victory for Biden in 2020, when he became the first Democratic presidential candidate to win the state since Bill Clinton in 1992. The triumph was a surprise in some ways. But it was also the culmination of a years-long crusade championed by Stacey Abrams, a former state representative, to turn the state blue. In 2020, Biden won over a coalition of voters in Georgia that included Black and Hispanic voters, suburban moderates, and young people--and he will need to try to retain their support even as their enthusiasm falters.

In a state with a restrictive six-week abortion ban, more than half of polled voters said that they thought abortion should be mostly or always legal, and issues including the economy and immigration were among their top concerns. Currently, Trump and his associates are also charged in Georgia with conspiring to overturn the results of the 2020 election, though it isn't clear whether their trial will take place before the election is over.

Nevada

A Republican presidential candidate hasn't won Nevada in 20 years, but voters in the state, which has a large Latino population, are favoring Trump in recent polling. Although Biden had managed to garner support in the Sun Belt in 2020, Nevada's economy relies on tourism and hospitality, meaning that issues such as high inflation and unemployment are on voters' minds. The Times/Siena polls found that a large share of registered voters in the state said they trusted Trump to "do a better job" on the economy than Biden. (Though the state is notoriously difficult to survey, in part because many people there are transient and work unusual hours.)

Wisconsin

Trump won this Rust Belt state in 2016--before losing ground in the traditionally conservative areas such as Green Bay and the Milwaukee suburbs that helped deliver a win to Biden in 2020. The economy is a key issue for Wisconsin voters. And abortion may be pivotal, too: Republican lawmakers approved a controversial bill in January that would ban the procedure after 14 weeks, with exceptions for rape and incest. As Ronald noted in The Atlantic, the election of a liberal state-supreme-court judge in last November's closely watched race could signal that broader voter support for legalized abortion "has accelerated the recoil from the Trump-era GOP." That could bode well for Biden, but it will be a tight race: He eked ahead there among polled registered voters in the Times/Siena surveys, though he trailed slightly behind Trump among likely voters.

Pennsylvania

In the 2020 election, Biden's win in his home state pushed him over the 270 mark. Pennsylvania has 19 electoral votes, making it important to capture this time around. On his recent visits, Biden has tried to drill down on kitchen-table issues and burnish his blue-collar, all-American "Scranton Joe" image, my colleague John Hendrickson reported last month. To target working-class voters, Biden is focusing on taxes and attempting to draw a contrast with his opponent, whom he portrays as a friend to the rich. Registered voters in the state said that the economy was a top issue, along with abortion and immigration. It's unclear whether they will coalesce around their hometown politician after going for Trump in 2016 and now showing RFK-curiosity in some areas. Among registered voters, Biden currently trails Trump by a small margin.

Related:

	Biden's Electoral College challenge
 	How every U.S. election became existential (From 2022)




Today's News

	House Speaker Mike Johnson visited Donald Trump's criminal trial in New York and lambasted Trump's former lawyer Michael Cohen, who was on his second day of testimony.
 	Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrived in Kyiv on an unannounced visit to affirm U.S. support for Ukraine and promise more weapons shipments, as Russia ramps up its attacks on Ukraine's northeastern border.
 	A bus carrying farm workers crashed on a Florida highway, killing at least eight people and injuring dozens more, according to officials.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Russell Bull / Star Tribune / Getty.



The Sad Fate of the Sports Parent

By Rich Cohen

A true sports parent dies twice. There's the death that awaits us all at the end of a long or short life, the result of illness, misadventure, fire, falling object, hydroplaning car, or derailing train. But there is also the death that comes in the midst of life, the purgatorial purposelessness that follows the final season on the sidelines or in the bleachers, when your sports kid hangs up their skates, cleats, or spikes after that last game.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Vatican's gamble with Beijing is costing China's Catholics.
 	Asteroids could fuel the clean-energy transition.




Culture Break


The Atlantic



Listen. The trailer for Good on Paper, a new Atlantic podcast (out on June 4) hosted by Jerusalem Demsas, who questions what we really know about the narratives driving public conversation.

Discover. American Bloods: The Untamed Dynasty That Shaped a Nation, by the philosophy professor John Kaag, traces the little-known Blood dynasty and what it reveals about the nation's wild spirit.

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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        Rose Horowitch
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Biden's Weakness With Young Voters Isn't About Gaza

Very few Americans--even young ones--rank the Israel-Hamas war as one of their top voting priorities.

by Rose Horowitch




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


America's young voters are fired up about the war in Gaza--aren't they? Campus protests and the controversies around them have dominated media attention for weeks. So has the possibility that youth anger about the war will cost President Joe Biden the election. "Joe Biden Is Losing Young Voters Over Israel," a USA Today headline declared last month. The New York Times columnist Thomas B. Edsall recently argued that nothing would help Biden more with young voters than negotiating a cease-fire in Gaza.

The available evidence, however, overwhelmingly suggests otherwise. For all the attention they've drawn, the campus protesters are outliers. Biden has a problem with young voters, but it does not appear to be because of Gaza.

This may feel counterintuitive. More than 80 percent of young people disapprove of the way Biden is handling the war, according to a recent CNN survey--the most of any cohort. And poll after poll shows Biden losing support among 20-somethings, the group that helped propel him to victory four years ago. In 2020, Biden won the 18-to-29-year-old vote by 24 percentage points. This time around, some polls suggest that the demographic is a toss-up between him and Donald Trump. If Biden is losing support from young people, and young people overwhelmingly object to his handling of the war in Gaza, a natural conclusion would be that the war is the reason for the lack of support.

Jill Filipovic: Say plainly what the protesters want

But that's a mistake, because there's a big difference between opinions and priorities. People have all kinds of views, sometimes strong ones, on various topics, but only a few issues will determine how they vote. And very few Americans--even young ones--rank the Israel-Hamas war as one of their top political priorities.

"Obviously for some people it is the most important issue, and we need to respect that," John Della Volpe, who directs polling at Harvard's Institute of Politics, told me. "But what we're seeing on college campuses, based upon this data, is not reflective of what the youth voter in general is thinking about."

In the April 2024 edition of the Harvard Youth Poll, which Della Volpe runs, 18-to-29-year-olds rated the Israel-Palestine conflict 15th out of 16 possible priorities. (Student debt came last.) Among self-identified Democrats, it was tied for third from the bottom. In another survey of registered voters in swing states, just 4 percent of 18-to-27-year-olds said the war was the most important issue affecting their vote. Even on college campuses, the epicenter of the protest movement, an Axios/Generation Lab poll found that only 13 percent of students considered "the conflict in the Middle East" to be one of their top-three issues. An April CBS poll found that the young voters who wanted Biden to pressure Israel to stop attacking Gaza would vote for him at about the same rate as those who didn't.

In fact, most young people don't seem to be paying much attention to what's going on beyond America's borders. The 18-to-29-year-old age group is the least likely to say they're following the war, according to a March survey from the Pew Research Center: 14 percent said they were closely tracking updates, while 58 percent said they weren't following news of the conflict at all. "If you take a broader view, people who are in their teens and 20s are the least likely group of Americans to pay attention to politics, period," David Barker, a professor of government at American University, told me. Many seem to be unsure how to feel about the war. "I think that the natural response for anybody, let alone young people, is just to be like, 'Okay, what's the price of milk?'" Barker said.

Granted, if 2016 and 2020 are any guide, the election will likely be so close that any Democratic defections could be said to have determined the results, particularly in the swing states that Biden needs to win. In 2020, young people voted for Biden by a bigger margin than any other age group. "This is going to come down to small numbers of votes in six or seven key states," Robert Lieberman, a political-science professor at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Any change, no matter the size, "could tip the election one way or the other." A New York Times/Siena College swing-state poll out this week found that 13 percent of people who said they voted for Biden in 2020, but don't plan to in 2024, are basing their decision on the war in the Middle East or on foreign policy. That's a sliver of a sliver of the population, far fewer than those who cited the economy or inflation--but any sliver could be the decisive one.

David Frum: The plot to wreck the Democratic convention

Even if people don't vote based on the conflict itself, they might vote based on what it represents. The chaos of an international conflict, and the domestic protests it inspires, could contribute to the impression that Biden is not in control.

Still, with the election six months away, some experts predict that young voters will shift back toward Biden as they start paying closer attention to politics. If that doesn't happen, it will likely be for the same reasons that are depressing his standing with other age groups--above all, the economy. "I ultimately expect that Biden's fate will be determined less by something like this conflict in Gaza and more, frankly, by which direction inflation and unemployment go over the course of the next few months," Barker said.

There's no denying that the Israel-Palestine conflict, along with the related controversies emanating from it, has affected and will continue to affect domestic U.S. politics--and the moral questions posed by the war extend far beyond electoral calculations. But the issue is unlikely to trigger any demographic realignment. When it comes to the issues they care about most, young Americans appear closer to the overall electorate than to the activist groups that claim to represent them.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/05/biden-young-voters-gaza-israel/678377/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The New York Trump Case Is Kind of Perfect

I thought this trial was a sideshow; I now think I was wrong.

by George T. Conway III




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

Not all that long ago, I thought that the trial currently being held in The People of the State of New York v. Donald J. Trump would be the last one I'd want to see as the first one tried against the former president. It seemed the least serious of the cases against him. Here's a man who tried to overthrow American democracy by launching a coup to stay in power. A man who allegedly stole dozens of boxes of classified national-security documents from the White House, some containing secrets about other countries' nuclear-weapons capabilities, then lied about the documents, concealed them, and obstructed a federal investigation about them.

I thought I would have strongly preferred the cases about those matters to have gone first, particularly the secret-documents case, which substantively would be a lock, were it not for the judge overseeing it. But I feel the need to admit error. The truth is, I've come around to the view that People v. Trump is, in at least some ways, the perfect case to put Trump in the dock for the first time, and--I hope, but we'll see--perhaps prison.

Because this case really captures Donald Trump. The legal commentariat have been engaged in an odd debate about what to call it. "The Stormy Daniels case." "The hush-money case." "The porn-star-hush-money case." (Personally, that's always been my favorite, and I think it sounds even better in German--Pornostarschweigegeldrechtsfall.) The more legally precise would like it to be known as "the New York business-records-falsification case," because that's what the New York penal code says it is. Some high-minded people I know prefer "the New York election-interference prosecution," because it involves the concealment of a matter that might well have affected the outcome of the 2016 presidential race.

All these locutions work, but what the case is really about is Trump's modus operandi--lying. He's a matryoshka doll of mendacity. He lies, usually lies some more, and then often lies about the lies he's previously told. He told at least 30,573 lies while president, by The Washington Post's count. He lies almost whenever he opens his mouth, even when truth would better serve him. To be sure, his other criminal cases involve lies--lies about the 2016 election, lies about the military secrets he stole. But the alleged lies in People v. Trump strike at the core of his moral putrescence--and Trump knows it. They are lies allegedly meant to cover up a tawdry man's tawdry behavior. The case truly embodies Donald Trump. And for that reason, I think, it deeply disturbs him.

That's what stood out to me last Thursday as I sat in court watching the second day of the cross-examination of the prosecution's witness, Stormy Daniels, who had taken the stand to testify that she'd met the defendant at a celebrity golf tournament on the south shore of Lake Tahoe in 2006, that he invited her to his room at Harrah's hotel and casino there (ostensibly as a prelude to dinner), that she (rather unenthusiastically) acceded to his advance, that they then (rather briefly) had sex, and then that, 10 years later, days before the defendant won the 2016 presidential election, she was paid off by the defendant's fixer and lawyer, Michael Cohen, to keep her mouth shut about it all. (Trump denies having had sex with Daniels, and he also denies having falsified records in an effort to suppress reports of the liaison.)

Strictly speaking, Daniels's testimony wasn't necessary--particularly the details about the sex. The case is about whether Trump caused the falsification of business records at his business, and whether that falsification was intended to cover up another crime (among other offenses, violations of the Federal Election Campaign Act). Daniels has absolutely nothing to say about the Trump Organization's business records, and the fact that she was ultimately paid the hush money isn't in dispute. The sex strictly doesn't matter: If Daniels and Trump didn't have sex--as Trump maintains--but the facts alleged by the New York County District Attorney's Office were otherwise the same and proved, Trump could still be found guilty of a Class E felony under the New York penal law.

But as we have so often seen over the past nine years, Trump's instinctive, narcissistic mendacity came into self-defeating play once again--this time by making Daniels's testimony more significant than it had to be. It's hard to imagine that many sentient, honest human beings could believe Trump's denials of having congressed with Daniels. Yet Trump continues to insist on denying it--not only in public, but in court. And not only is sex not an element of the crime, but his strongest defense--the one he could actually skate on--will be to argue that there is insufficient evidence that he knew his people were falsifying business records. This defense faces many problems--including that Trump personally signed (on the Resolute desk!) some checks (made out to Cohen) in packets with false backup attached. Still, Trump would have been best off having his lawyers focus their efforts on the question of his knowledge and intent regarding the payments.

As usual, though, this defendant just couldn't help himself. The prosecution was entitled to put on evidence of the sex to establish Trump's motive for the payoff and cover-up. The defendant could have had his lawyers not dispute the point, even stipulate to it. What's the harm? His political supporters stand by him even though he's already a civilly adjudicated sex offender, so why would they care one whit about what he did consensually for a couple of minutes with an adult-film actor once upon a time in Stateline, Nevada? Had he not insisted on contesting the point, Daniels might not have had to testify, or at least she might have been on and off the stand in a flash. Because, again, what ultimately matters in the case happened mostly in New York City in 2016.

Trump's insistence on pointlessly contesting Daniels's veracity entitled the prosecution to draw her account out even more than it otherwise could have--not only to establish a record on why Trump would have been motivated to hush Daniels up (because sex), but to bolster her credibility with detail of her recollection (about sex). As Justice Juan Merchan later told the defense counsel in denying their motion for a mistrial:

Your denial [of a sexual encounter] puts the jury in a position of having to choose who they believe: Donald Trump, who denies there was an encounter, or Stormy Daniels, who claims there was.
 Although the People do not have to prove that a sexual encounter actually did occur, they do have the right to rehabilitate Ms. Daniels' credibility and to corroborate her story, which was immediately attacked [by the defense] on opening statements.
 The more specificity Ms. Daniels can provide about the encounter, the more the jury can weigh to determine whether the encounter did occur and, if so, whether they choose to credit Ms. Daniels' story.


The result, thanks to the defendant, was the introduction of more evidence that made him look like a duplicitous clod. There were limits, to be sure. Merchan warned the prosecutors before Daniels took the stand that "we don't need to know the details of the intercourse." (The universe thanks you, Your Honor.) Accordingly, and in contrast with how some characterized it, Daniels's testimony wound up not being very "graphic." As the prosecution later pointed out to the court, "there was not a lot of detail elicited" about "the actual sexual encounter," which was the subject of only a handful of questions put to the witness. Not just that, but the judge also sustained objections or struck testimony on what position Daniels and the defendant were in, whether she touched his skin, and how Daniels, as they coupled, "was staring at the ceiling ... trying to think about anything other than what was happening there."

In the end, the only somewhat lurid detail about the sex that actually got into the record was that the former president (in contrast with performers at her prophylactic-mandatory then-employer, Wicked Pictures), didn't wear a condom, which concerned her. And that small factoid got in solely because the defense counsel inexplicably failed to object. (The judge later observed, "For the life of me, I don't know why [the defense counsel Susan] Necheles didn't object. She had just made about 10 objections, most of which were sustained. Why on earth she wouldn't object to the mention of a condom, I don't understand.")

So the testimony wasn't all that sexy, in the literal sense. Still, because of the defendant's denial of what happened that night at Harrah's Lake Tahoe, the testimony ended up being deeply embarrassing to Trump. To bolster Daniels's credibility, the prosecution's questioning went into great detail about what led up to the fleeting fornication--essentially, her conversations with Trump beforehand. And that brought out some memorable, and highly believable, testimonial gems that perfectly capture the lowbrow, hyper-self-absorbed 45th president of the United States. There's Trump telling Daniels, "You remind me of my daughter because she is smart and blond and beautiful." And him admitting that he and his wife, Melania, "actually don't even sleep in the same room."

And there's him repeatedly interrupting Daniels to talk about--whom else?--himself: "He would ask me questions and then not let me finish the answer. He kept cutting me off, and it was almost like he wanted to one-up me, which was just really hilarious when you think about it." And there's how, when the self-consumed future defendant asked, "Have you seen my new magazine?" and pulled out an issue with his face on it, Daniels called him "rude, arrogant, and pompous," and said, "Someone should spank you with that. That's the only interest I have in that magazine. Otherwise, I am leaving." And there's how, when finally faced with the prospect of Daniels walking out, Trump rolled the magazine up and gave it to her.

In that Nevada hotel room that night, Daniels said, she rose to the challenge:

"I took it from him and said, turn around. And I swatted him."

Where?

"Right on the butt."

The alleged spanking hardly could have rent Trump's rump in 2006. But given his extreme vulnerability to narcissistic injury, the story surely had to have inflicted acute trauma upon his most delicate ego when Daniels told it 18 years later.

We need not speculate. The day before, Merchan had ruled on the district attorney's third motion to hold Trump in contempt for violations of the court's gag order, which restricts the defendant's ability to make public statements attacking witnesses. And for the tenth time, Merchan held Trump in contempt. But more important, Merchan gave the defendant a warning. The legal maximum of a $1,000 fine for each count of contempt, the judge observed, had failed to deter Trump from violating the gag order; "therefore, going forward, this Court will have to consider a jail sanction if recommended." He addressed the defendant directly, in open court: "The last thing I want to do is to put you in jail ... But, at the end of the day, I have a job to do, and part of that job is to protect the dignity of the judicial system and compel respect ... So, as much as I do not want to impose a jail sanction ... I want you to understand that I will, if necessary and appropriate."

That was where matters stood the next morning, when Daniels testified about the spanking: Trump was so very close to--perhaps just one more contumacious act away from--incarceration. And yet when he heard Daniels say she had spanked him, he almost landed himself in lockup. Not long after that testimony, the court took its regular midmorning break. The jury was excused, and Merchan immediately called the lawyers to the bench. He told the defense counsel that their obviously "upset" client had been "cursing audibly" and "shaking his head."

Trump had done that, in particular, the judge said, "when Ms. Daniels was testifying about rolling up the magazine, and ... smacking your client." Quelle surprise.

"That's contemptuous," said an angry Merchan. "It has the potential to intimidate the witness." Even without a gag order, and 10 prior violations of it, swearing at a prosecution witness is the kind of conduct that, before some judges, could quickly land a defendant in jail. Merchan commanded: "You need to speak to him. I won't tolerate that." And so the lawyers remonstrated with their client during the break. It was all a bit reminiscent of a moment in the second E. Jean Carroll defamation trial, when, within earshot of the jury, Trump had muttered that the trial was a "witch hunt" and a "con job." The presiding federal district judge, Lewis A. Kaplan, threatened to eject Trump from the courtroom. "I would love it. I would love it," Trump responded. To which Judge Kaplan replied, "You just can't control yourself in this circumstance, apparently."

In Merchan's courtroom last week, whether Trump could control himself had once again become the question; and once again a judge gave him a break. But the struggle continues, and it's being waged behind the scenes--largely by Trump's legal and political teams. Another person battling to maintain his freedom would probably remain focused on that battle, but Trump remains distracted by his petty obsessions and resentments, including of some of the faces he sees in the gallery. A couple of weeks ago, he glared at me. I had smiled at him. He didn't like that. He also seems to have a particular distaste for the MSNBC host Lawrence O'Donnell.

Trump's many grievances pose a problem for him. As Jonathan Swan and Maggie Haberman of The New York Times reported last week, "People close to Mr. Trump have worried about whether long days in the courtroom have had an effect on his mental state." The care and feeding of a narcissistic sociopath (see my exposition on that subject five years ago here in The Atlantic) and keeping him on a relatively even emotional keel is difficult--and sometimes impossible--even on a good day, and so Trump's team has resorted to extraordinary measures to soothe him during this trial.

A key player in the current effort is apparently a young aide named Natalie Harp. Her job--no joke, this was in the Times--is to schlep around a portable printer "so she can quickly provide Mr. Trump with hard copies of mood-boosting news articles and social media posts by people praising him." Last Thursday, after Daniels's testimony, team Trump apparently found another use for this device. During the lunch break, Trump posted on his Truth Social account pictures of ... me ... from Election Night 2016. Alas, in one of the shots, I was, confessedly, rather inebriated. I had tears of joy in my eyes, was wearing a "Make America great again" hat, and was hugging my then-wife, the campaign manager whose remarkable talents had astoundingly just elected a buffoon. "Mr. Kellyanne Conway celebrating my Victory in 2016!" Trump's post read. (Yes, Donald, supporting you was indeed a low moment in my life. Damn, you sure know how to hurt a guy.)

Now, I mention this not (just) because it is insane, hilarious, and involves me, but because it also makes my point about Trump being his own worst enemy. His uncontrollable pique at his plight, a plight caused by his own poor choices, leads him to make even more poor choices--and here, to impose those choices upon not just his political aides but his lawyers to boot.

Which brings us back to Daniels on the stand.

When prosecutors completed their direct examination of her on Tuesday afternoon, the cross-examination by Trump's most competent lawyer, Susan Necheles, began. A Yale Law School graduate, she's the one member of Trump's current legal team who appears to be universally respected, and with good reason. By all accounts, and from my own limited observation, she's extremely smart, highly experienced--and an excellent cross-examiner. As a woman, moreover, she was the obvious choice to be the one who cross-examined Daniels before a jury. Necheles started doing a disciplined and seemingly effective job of that on Tuesday afternoon. But she didn't finish the examination, because it was too late in the day. Court adjourned.

The next day was Wednesday, a day off from the trial--the day each week that Merchan handles his other cases. Normally, when even a small hiatus like that occurs during a witness's cross-examination, that's a very good thing for the cross-examining side, and a very bad thing for the witness. The cross-examiner gets the chance to go back through the transcript of the witness's direct testimony, tighten her lines of cross, focus them on the most important points elicited by the other side, and otherwise sharpen her knives.

But that didn't happen here. When Thursday's proceedings began, but before the witness returned to the stand, you could see the dynamic: Trump, sitting at counsel table next to poor Necheles, was talking animatedly into her ear, at length. Watching this, I imagined that the defendant had spent the day off stewing about the spanking. It couldn't have been much fun for his lawyers.

And the result wasn't good for the defense. Necheles's resumed cross-examination was bad, not because Necheles was a bad examiner, but because the examination, for a reason we can all take an educated guess about, became overlong, and overdone. It became too argumentative, too focused on badgering the witness and on attacking trivial aspects of her account. At one point, Necheles absurdly engaged in cross-examining Daniels on the geography of the Stateline, Nevada-South Lake Tahoe, California conurbation, the idea apparently being to challenge Daniels on whether she had actually taken a cab around town instead of walking in her high heels.

The cross also forayed into archaic, even nonsensical, slut-shaming. Sure, the witness made a living engaging in sex on camera for money. But does that really mean she shouldn't have been horrified to see Donald Trump suddenly take off his clothes? And was there any logic at all in seemingly trying to show that the sex the defense said didn't occur was consensual because Daniels wanted it? The defense's cross-examination made Daniels appear more sympathetic than any prosecutor's direct questioning ever could.

Worse yet, it emboldened Daniels. She's a smart woman--and she's clearly strong-willed, with a sharp, quick-witted tongue. Normally it's not a good idea for witnesses, even smart and tough ones--perhaps especially smart and tough ones--to fence with lawyers too much on cross-examination; witnesses tend to lose credibility when they do. But the belabored and argumentative nature of this cross-examination gave Daniels some running room. And she took every inch of it.

At one point, for example, Necheles asked a question about Daniels's history of writing porn scripts containing "phony stories about sex [that] appear to be real"--obviously implying that Daniels's story about Trump in the hotel room was fake, like the scripts. Daniels's devastating retort: "The sex in the films, it's very much real. Just like what happened in that room."

At another point, Necheles attacked Daniels for selling merchandise about Trump's indictment.

Necheles: Again, you're celebrating the indictment by selling things from your store, right?
 Daniels: Not unlike Mr. Trump.


And then, this jewel of an exchange, in which Necheles got zinged once again, and, by unsuccessfully moving to strike the zinger, drew more attention to it:

Necheles: Okay. Even though you tweeted and celebrated about him being indicted, you have no knowledge of what he was indicted for?
 Daniels: There was a lot of indictments.
 Necheles: Your Honor, I move to strike that.
 Prosecutor Susan Hoffinger: It is responsive, Your Honor.
 The court: It's responsive. Overruled.


I'm pretty sure I saw some of the jurors struggling at times to suppress laughter, as I was. Simply put, Daniels wiped the floor with Necheles. But I don't blame Necheles. If I had to guess--and I admit I'm speculating here--I'd say that a lot of what Necheles did on Thursday was against her better judgment. To my mind, the cross-examination would have been orders of magnitude better had it been confined mostly to two of the questions Necheles asked toward the end of it: "You know nothing about the business records, right?" "You know nothing about what [the defendant] does or does not know about the business records, right?" At the end of the day, those were the questions that most mattered, to which Daniels's answers had to be, and were, no, and no. But that testimony got lost in the mix with everything else--thanks to Trump's easily bruised ego.
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Attack a Democrat Charged With Corruption? Republicans Wouldn't Dare.

Why is the GOP passing up such an easy election-year attack?

by Russell Berman




Earlier this month, federal prosecutors bestowed on Republicans what seemed like an election-year gift: charging a senior House Democrat in a competitive district with accepting $600,000 in bribes and acting as a foreign agent. For a party clinging to a threadbare majority in the House, the indictment offered an obvious opportunity for an America First attack. Representative Henry Cuellar of Texas, who prosecutors say acted on behalf of a Mexican bank and the government of Azerbaijan, is now the second Democrat in recent months--after Senator Bob Menendez of New Jersey--to be accused of doing the bidding of foreign interests.

Yet in the past week, the GOP has been strangely quiet about Cuellar. No one in the party leadership has denounced him. Speaker Mike Johnson, fending off an attempt on his job from the far right, certainly could have used the distraction. But he hasn't mentioned Cuellar once. Donald Trump even praised him, suggesting that President Joe Biden had sent the FBI after "the Respected Democrat Congressman" because Cuellar had criticized the administration's handling of the U.S.-Mexico border. (Cuellar denies the charges.)

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

In interviews over the past several days, strategists in both parties posited theories as to why Republicans were passing up an easy attack on Democrats. The most popular comes back to Trump: The GOP is worried that calling out Cuellar will draw more attention to its leader's legal woes. But that hypothesis goes only so far. Trump's trials could hardly take up more attention than they already do, and today's Republicans don't typically shy away from being called hypocrites. The more troubling explanation might have less to do with the GOP's self-interest than with the state of political corruption in America--and it suggests that lawmakers might start to abandon even the pretense of policing themselves.



The Republican reaction to Cuellar's charges has fallen well short of the deluge some Democrats expected. The National Republican Congressional Committee has sent out emails pressuring House Democrats to call on their colleague to resign, and multiple party operatives told me that they would use the indictment to try to unseat him this fall. "There's no doubt this is a gold mine," Zack Roday, a Republican consultant working on a number of House and Senate races this year, told me. But few Republicans have called for Cuellar to be sanctioned. One of them, ironically, is the GOP's most infamous exile, former Representative George Santos, the accused fraudster who was expelled from the House in December. He wants his ex-colleagues to mete out the same punishment to Cuellar.

Just one current member of Congress has called on Cuellar to resign, and that was a Democrat: the former presidential contender Dean Phillips of Minnesota. Cuellar has voluntarily given up his committee assignments while he fights the charges, but he's said he won't resign. Democratic leaders have stood by him as he prepares to run for an 11th term in the House this fall.

On some level, the GOP's restraint is appropriate, Craig Holman, a lobbyist with the good-government group Public Citizen, told me. Like Menendez and any citizen charged with a crime, Cuellar is entitled to a presumption of innocence rather than a partisan rush to judgment. (Santos represented a special case; his expulsion was based less on federal charges than on a damning report by the House Ethics Committee.)

Still, few people I interviewed attributed Republicans' reticence to a sudden outbreak of responsible governance. Indeed, the GOP's response--or lack thereof--has been disquieting to ethics watchdogs. "The charges are extremely serious," Noah Bookbinder, the president of Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington (CREW), told me. "It's certainly easy conduct to condemn when you have an official who is charged with working on behalf of foreign governments, particularly if you're a party that has a lot of rhetoric about America First." He noted that the House voted to expel Santos even though his alleged wrongdoing did not implicate national security. "There's a little bit of whiplash here," Bookbinder said.

Republicans also trod lightly after Menendez was charged last year, but the reasons were more apparent. Democrats abandoned him almost immediately, and Republicans would have gained little from Menendez's resignation or expulsion, because his replacement would have been appointed by the governor of his state--a Democrat. (Menendez, whose trial begins today, has pleaded not guilty to the charges.)

Trump's influence on the GOP's reaction to Cuellar's indictment is unmistakable. "Overall, the Republican Party is on fairly shaky ground on ethical issues given who the de facto leader of their party is," Aaron Scherb, the senior director for legislative affairs at the good-government group Common Cause, told me. "I'm sure to some extent they're worried about being called out for hypocrisy." Historically, members of Congress have been wary of policing corruption in the legislature--even among their opposition--for a similar reason: fear that they'll subject themselves to greater scrutiny. Yet, as Bookbinder pointed out, the former president and his allies "have rarely been reluctant to accuse others of things that he does himself."

David A. Graham: Trump flaunts his corruption

Bookbinder told me that in the years since Trump's election, the GOP's retreat on ethics has gone beyond rhetoric. Advocates at CREW have found that Republican lawmakers are becoming more reluctant to co-sponsor anti-corruption legislation, even those who had prioritized the issue before Trump became president.

Because Trump remains a viable White House contender despite his many indictments and ethical breaches, Republicans may have concluded that voters simply don't care all that much about corruption. What hasn't worked on Trump, this thinking goes, won't work on Cuellar. If that logic prevails, Congress would lose any political incentive to hold itself accountable.

Another possible explanation for Republicans' silence is that Trump's jeremiads against the "weaponization" of the Justice Department have penetrated not just the GOP electorate but its officials as well. "We actually do believe the Justice Department is corrupt," one high-ranking Republican campaign strategist told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity to describe the party's private thinking. The strategist said that even though Cuellar is a Democrat, many Republicans do not want to build on the precedent the House set by expelling Santos before he had been convicted of a crime. "People are nervous," the strategist said.

But Republicans may have other reasons for holding their fire on Cuellar. One of the most conservative Democrats remaining in the House, he frequently partners with Republicans on legislation and occasionally votes with them on abortion and border policy. "We like him!" the strategist told me. "He's our token Democrat. He's good on the border."

That might be the most charitable explanation for why top Republicans have given Cuellar a pass. But it is not the one that some ethics advocates are inclined to believe. "It's a sign of a healthy democracy when corrupt conduct draws consequences, and that starts with condemnation," Bookbinder said. And when politicians hesitate to call out corruption because their leaders are also potentially corrupt? "That's a sign of a less healthy democracy."
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The Best Hope for Electric Cars Could Be the GOP Districts Where They're Made

The vehicles are being adopted fastest in blue-leaning major metropolitan areas.

by Ronald Brownstein

Dozens of used electric-vehicle batteries were stacked like cordwood on pallets in a warehouse-style building about 30 miles east of Reno, Nevada, when I visited the site last week.

The batteries were bound for an assembly line that would begin the chemical process of recycling up to 95 percent of the lithium, cobalt, and nickel they contain. Eventually, after treatment in two more buildings on the site, the metals will become a high-value, fine black powder called cathode active material that is shipped in vacuum-sealed containers to Toyota and Panasonic for the manufacture of new EV batteries.

This cutting-edge recycling process has been developed by a company named Redwood Materials. Founded by J. B. Straubel, a former chief technology officer at Tesla, Redwood has invested about $2 billion in this 300-acre facility located in an industrial park in rural Storey County, not far from where Tesla has built a massive "Gigafactory" manufacturing complex.

With about 900 employees now on-site, and a workforce of 1,500 expected when the plant is operating at capacity, Redwood's Nevada facility embodies the economic opportunities spinning off from the environmental imperative to reduce carbon emissions and combat the risk of global climate change.

Read: Biden's blue-collar bet

The facility is also a testament to the incongruous political dynamics forming around the emerging electric-vehicle industry and the broader transition toward a clean-energy economy.

Electric vehicles are being adopted at the fastest rate inside blue-leaning major metropolitan areas. In polls, self-identified Democrats now express much more openness to purchasing an EV than Republicans.

Yet counties that Donald Trump won in 2020, such as Nevada's tiny Storey County, are receiving the most private investment, and the jobs associated with it, in new EV-production facilities, according to a Brookings Metro analysis provided exclusively to The Atlantic.

The paradox is that even as those red-leaning places are receiving the greatest direct economic benefits from the EV transition, they have mostly elected Republican House members who voted last year to repeal the new federal tax incentives that have encouraged these investments. These places are also likely to provide most of their votes this fall to Trump, who has pledged to repeal "on day one" all of President Joe Biden's efforts to accelerate the EV transition.

All of this raises doubts about whether it's sustainable for the emerging EV industry to rely preponderantly on Democratic-leaning places for both its sales and political backing, while providing the greatest economic lift to Republican-leaning places electing political figures hostile to government support for the industry. Put another way: Is red makers for blue takers a viable model for the green economy?

"Every industrial order requires policy support, and so you can certainly imagine all sorts of problems if you have a complete disconnect of the production side from the consumption side," Mark Muro, a senior fellow at Brookings Metro, told me.

The risk of losing federal support has come as the electric-vehicle industry faces a noticeable slowdown in its previously rapid sales growth. That means the industry could experience even greater disruption if Trump wins and succeeds in repealing the incentives for EV adoption that Biden signed into the Inflation Reduction Act and the bipartisan infrastructure bill.

If the incentives are rescinded, U.S. companies across the emerging EV industry will find it much more difficult to survive the rising competitive challenge from China, Albert Gore III, the executive director of the Zero Emission Transportation Association, told me.

"The role of public policy in achieving the objective of eventually out-competing China in manufacturing batteries, battery components, and EVs themselves is really significant," said Gore, the son of the former vice president and environmental advocate Al Gore. "Those two bills have taken existing momentum [in the industry] and accelerated it and magnified it."

At this early stage in the industry's development, the mismatch between the geography of EV production and consumption--between the makers and takers--could hardly be greater.

In its tabulation, Brookings Metro identifies more than $123 billion in U.S. investments in EV plants since Biden took office. Almost exactly 70 percent of that spending has flowed into counties Trump won in 2020, Brookings found.

The environmental group Climate Power tracks all private-sector investment in clean energy, including facilities that manufacture components for generating solar and wind electric power, and plants that provide semiconductors for clean-energy products and improvements to the electric grid. In its latest report, the group found that since passage of the IRA, Republican-held House districts had received three-fourths of the total $352 billion in clean-energy investment under that broader definition; the GOP districts had also received 53 percent of all the jobs associated with those investments.

In contrast, the places where EVs comprise the largest share of new vehicle registrations are entirely large blue-leaning metropolitan areas, according to a recent New York Times analysis using data from S&P Global Mobility. All six of the metro areas where EVs exceed 20 percent of new registrations are on the West Coast, including five in California and Seattle; other places where EVs have made the most inroads, the Times found, include Portland, Oregon; Denver; Las Vegas; Phoenix; and Washington, D.C. Deep-blue California alone accounts for more than one-third of all U.S. EV registrations.

Polling shows that uncertainty about EV costs, reliability, and charging infrastructure is evident among a broad range of Americans. But the partisan gap over EVs remains striking.

In Gallup polling this spring, about one-fourth of Democrats said they either own or are seriously considering purchasing an EV; nearly another half of Democrats said they were somewhat open to buying one. But Republican voters have become deeply resistant to EVs;  in both the 2023 and 2024 Gallup surveys, about seven in 10 say they would never buy one. Other polling this year has found that while Democrats, by a ratio of about 10 to one, believe that EVs are better for the environment and more energy efficient than gas-powered cars, a plurality of Republicans say that traditional internal-combustion-engine vehicles are better on both counts. Republicans are also far more likely than Democrats to say that gas-powered cars are safer, more reliable, and more affordable to operate. And of course, many more Republicans than Democrats to begin with reject the scientific consensus that carbon emissions are dangerously transforming the environment.

Brian Deese, who helped devise Biden's clean-energy strategy as his first director of the National Economic Council, told me that economics, not politics, explained the geography of EV production. In choosing where to locate their plants, Deese said, companies are not focusing on a community's political inclinations but rather are looking for places with lots of space, as well as nearby manufacturing and construction capacity. All of those factors, he notes, tend to be most available in communities outside major metro areas that are now preponderantly represented by Republicans. Labor officials would add one other factor: In many cases, companies are locating their new EV facilities in Republican-leaning states with right-to-work laws that impede union organizing.

Deese also thinks it's too soon to assume that Democratic voters will remain the prime market for EVs. Although polls today show such political polarization around EVs, "it's pretty hard to think of a technology where there was a cheaper, better technology to solve a consumer need and consumers prioritized a cultural or political patina over lower costs and higher quality," said Deese, who is now a fellow at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology's Center for Energy and Environmental Policy Research.

The challenge for the EV industry is that the current mismatch between its makers and takers could doom the public policies promoting its growth before it can prove its value to consumers across the political spectrum.

The industry's key firms, as Gore told me, began investing in EV facilities long before Biden signed the IRA and infrastructure bills, or finalized the Environmental Protection Agency regulations requiring auto manufacturers to sell a growing number of zero-emission vehicles over the next decade. But companies, he added, are undoubtedly counting on both those carrots and sticks when calculating how much consumer demand will grow to support the EV-production facilities they are building.

Redwood itself typifies that dynamic. Alexis Georgeson, Redwood's vice president of government relations and communications, pointed out that the company was formed in 2017, while Trump was president; even then, she told me, Straubel recognized that as the number of EVs on the road increased, recycling their batteries could provide an economic opportunity while also reducing U.S. reliance on foreign sources of lithium and other critical minerals the batteries require. "Our mission, our business proposition, has not changed as a result of what we have seen happening with this administration," Georgeson said.

But Georgeson is quick to add that the policies approved under Biden have "been tremendously helpful to us." Redwood has been approved for a $2 billion federal loan to fund further expansion of its Nevada site (although it has not received any of the money yet). It also will benefit from the IRA provisions that provide tax credits for producers and consumers in order to encourage domestic manufacture of EV batteries. Within a few years, Redwood expects to be producing enough of the recycled minerals, as well as superthin foil from recycled copper, to manufacture at least 1 million EV batteries a year.

Devon Reese, a Reno city-council member, told me that the EV industry's rapid expansion in the area has come with "growing pains" mostly relating to ensuring reliable transportation to the isolated Storey County. But overall, he said, there's no question that the industry's growth "absolutely has been a net positive" for the community. There are "probably nearly 11,000 jobs that have been created in this region by the energy projects," Reese told me. "That represents a lot of families, and homes that are owned, and apartments that are rented, and stores that are shopped in."

Despite this enormous flow of investment into the Reno region from Redwood and Tesla's "Gigafactory," Mark Amodei, the area's Republican U.S. representative, joined every other House Republican last year in voting to repeal all of the IRA's incentives for EV production and clean energy. Every House and Senate Republican also voted against the initial passage of the IRA in 2022.

After his repeal vote, Amodei told me he questioned how many of the construction and production jobs would really go to Nevada residents. "The benefits I don't think outweighed the negative stuff in terms of debt, inflation, and--oh, by the way--how much really came to Nevada," Amodei said. He also said that the pace at which Biden is seeking to encourage a transition away from internal-combustion engines toward EVs "borders on suicidal" and "just makes no sense unless it's all about a political agenda and not much about solving problems" (Amodei's office did not respond to a question about whether his views have changed since then).

Environmentalists had hoped that the spread of clean-energy investments into Republican-held seats would politically safeguard the IRA the same way the diffusion of military projects across virtually every state and district ensures broad bipartisan congressional support for defense-spending bills. Groups, including Climate Power, are running ads in swing states this year touting the new jobs that EV manufacturers are creating, for instance in building fully electric school buses. "This is really about jobs in the United States," Alex Glass, Climate Power's managing director of communications, told me. "What Donald Trump has been saying is he would rather have these jobs--the jobs of the future--happen in China."

But the willingness of all House Republicans to vote to repeal Biden's EV incentives, even while their districts are receiving most of the investment flowing from them, challenged the traditional assumption that politicians fear voting against policies that are providing direct economic benefits to their voters.

Read: Biden's 'big build'

Now the hope among clean-energy advocates is that some Republicans whose districts are benefiting from these incentives voted to rescind them last year only because they knew that repeal could never become law with a Democratic Senate and president. If Trump wins, and Republicans seize unified control of Congress next year, a vote to repeal the IRA incentives would transform from a symbolic gesture into an actual threat to jobs in these districts. Even under a scenario of unified Republican control in Washington next year, "our perspective is that it would be quite challenging" for the GOP to assemble enough votes for repeal, Georgeson said.

As evidence, she pointed to the disconnect between Republican opposition to the IRA in Washington and the cooperation the company has received from GOP governors and other state officials in Nevada and South Carolina, where it is beginning work on an even larger recycling plant that will involve $3.5 billion in investment. "Both states have been incredibly supportive of us," she told me, providing assistance not only in infrastructure but in forging partnerships with local colleges to train workers for the new jobs.

Gore told me that the electric-vehicle industry will mobilize to defend the federal tax and spending programs promoting its growth if Republicans try again to repeal them next year. The industry, he said, must do a better job of demonstrating how it is benefiting the Republican-leaning communities where it is primarily investing. But, he added, it can now marshal powerful evidence for that case in the form of new manufacturing plants and jobs. "No politician sees a vote against a popular growing factory in his or her district as a winning issue," Gore told me.

As Trump and congressional Republicans escalate their threats against Biden's environmental agenda, the best defense for the emerging clean-energy industry may be the growing number of red communities benefiting from the green of new paychecks.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/05/electric-cars-republicans-democrats-biden-infrastructure/678341/?utm_source=feed
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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




Updated at 11:05 a.m. ET on May 10, 2024


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. But Ryan Bangert, a senior vice president at the Alliance Defending Freedom, an influential conservative Christian legal organization that has challenged mifepristone's approval in court, told me that the FDA should revisit the safety of misoprostol as well.

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."



This article originally mischaracterized the Alliance Defending Freedom's position on misoprostol. 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/05/trump-abortion-comstock-election/678320/?utm_source=feed
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        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
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The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images in its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries in seven categories, including Birds, Mammals, Other Animals, Plants & Fungi, Landscapes, and Nature...

      

      
        In the Game of Spy vs. Spy, Israel Keeps Getting the Better of Iran
        Kylie Moore-Gilbert

        I am a member of a strange club that nobody wants to belong to, but whose numbers are steadily growing: innocent people convicted in Iran of espionage for what Iranian officials call the "tyrannical Zionist entity" (in other words, Israel). Many among us are foreigners--businesspeople, journalists, tourists, and academics like myself, who traveled to Iran for what they thought would be a brief visit, only to find themselves thrown in prison on dubious charges.The European Union diplomat Johan Flod...

      

      
        The Israeli Defense Establishment Revolts Against Netanyahu
        Yair Rosenberg

        On Tuesday, Daniel Hagari, the chief spokesperson for the Israel Defense Forces, did something extraordinary: He criticized the Israeli government. In recent days, Israeli troops have battled Hamas in parts of northern Gaza that had previously been cleared of enemy combatants. A reporter asked Hagari if the terrorist group had been able to reassert itself because the Israeli government had not set up any non-Hamas Palestinian administration for those areas.The spokesman could have dodged the ques...

      

      
        Photos From the 2024 Westminster Dog Show
        Alan Taylor
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The 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show took place in New York City over the past week, showcasing more than 3,000 dogs of 200 different breeds and varieties. This year's Best in Show was awarded to a miniature poodle named Sage. Gathered below are images from this year's competit...

      

      
        China Has Gotten the Trade War It Deserves
        Michael Schuman

        A global trade war is starting, and China is at the center of it. A reckoning for Beijing's economic model, which is designed to promote Chinese industry at the expense of the rest of the world, has long been coming. China's trading partners have had enough. The result will be a wave of protectionism, with potentially dire consequences for both China and the global economy.The most obvious and dramatic evidence for this was unveiled yesterday by President Joe Biden, who announced that his adminis...

      

      
        Many Indians Don't Trust Their Elections Anymore
        Vaibhav Vats

        On March 21, a little less than a month before India's national elections, the main opposition party, Congress, held a press conference to announce that its campaign was paralyzed. The government had earlier frozen the party's bank accounts in connection with an alleged tax violation from the 1990s. Now the party was struggling to support its parliamentary candidates, and its ground organization had sputtered to a halt.Later that evening, fewer than 10 miles away, cops and paramilitaries surround...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Grim Reaper, Wicker Man, Met Gala
        Alan Taylor
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The ruins of a mountain monastery in Turkey, tornado damage in Oklahoma, a dress rehearsal for the Eurovision Song Contest in Sweden, devastating floods in southern Brazil, a drone expo in South Korea, ongoing Russian drone attacks in Ukraine, camel rides in a Chinese desert, firefl...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        Is Venezuela Serious About Invading Guyana?
        Gisela Salim-Peyer

        Updated at 5:00 p.m. ET on May 15, 2024President 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 tha...
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            The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images in its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries in seven categories, including Birds, Mammals, Other Animals, Plants & Fungi, Landscapes, and Nature's Studio. Contest organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A penguin swims just beneath the surface of an ocean wave as it is about to crash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfing the Wave. First Place, Birds. Gentoo penguin, Sea Lion Island, Falkland Islands. Gentoos are the fastest swimmers among penguins and agile enough to surf breaking waves.
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                [image: An ibex stands on a rocky cliff, its eyes shut as wind-driven snow flies around.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eyes Shut and Waiting for Spring. Second Place, Mammals. Alpine ibex are perfectly adapted to the inhospitable conditions at high elevations and can even survive severe winter storms.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Flurin Leugger / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very pale series of arch-like rainbows appears in fog above water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fog Bow. Eighth Place, Landscapes. A fog bow, seen on a 2023 expedition cruise along the Denmark Strait in East Greenland.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Reinhard Huber / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two small birds in flight, seen in silhouette against both light and dark patches of sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerobatics in Morning Light. Second Place, Nature's Studio. In the warm glow of the morning sun in the Wadden Sea, a pair of wagtails chase each other through the air.
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                Christian Brinkmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a thin strip of blue water in a small valley among sand dunes, with a rounded, darker-colored bank at bottom that makes the whole scene look like a stylized painting of an eye.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eye of the Desert. Fourth Place, Nature's Studio. Dune landscape in Lencois Maranhenses, Brazil. The formation resembles an eye with a green pupil and an eyelid.
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                Martin Koppert / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The face of a cheetah, seen feeding on the leg of a fallen zebra.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the Eye of the Cheetah. Eighth Place, Mammals. "But cheetahs don't kill zebras!" proclaimed our astounded guide in Madikwe, South Africa. But this cheetah with three adolescents in tow managed to do just that.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Monika Morlak / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A fog-shrouded landscape, backdropped by sunlit mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Foggy Morning in Bavaria. Third Place (tie), Landscapes. A view of Bavarian mountains in the early morning sun while low-lying regions remain shrouded in fog.
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                [image: About a dozen swans stand together on a snow-covered frozen lake, as another swan flies in for a landing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Incoming. Second Place, Birds. Whooper swans, seen during a snowstorm on a frozen lake in Hokkaido, Japan.
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                Marion Vollborn / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tiny crab stands amid a network of many paths formed by discarded pellets of sand scattered about.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crab Art. Sventh Place, Nature's Studio. A striking formation on a beach in Malaysia. Sand-bubbler crabs sift through sand searching for food. Discarded grains are rolled into pellets to ensure the same sand isn't sifted twice.
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                [image: A bird flies toward a house's eave that is full of at least four other combative birds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Greedy Kestrels. Seventh Place, Birds. Just a few days before fledging, Dortmund, 2023.
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                [image: A close view of a frost-covered flower in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Frosty Bell(e). Second Place, Plants and Fungi. A pasqueflower on a frosty morning.
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                [image: Many small birds stand, facing the same direction, toward the camera, seen at ground-level.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Morning Roll Call. Third Place, Birds. Black skimmers (Rynchops niger) on the east coast of Florida.
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                [image: Charred and glowing tree trunks stand on a hillside during a forest fire, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Inferno. Third Place (tie), Landscapes. Glowing trunks of a spruce forest, in which flames repeatedly flare up; first night of the 2022 wildfire in the Elbe Sandstone Mountains.
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                [image: A close view of the internal structure of an ice floe, showing many parallel lines]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Structures. Fifth Place, Nature's Studio. A lateral view into an ice floe at Fjallsarlon, Iceland.
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                [image: Part of a rainbow appears to hang in a distant U-shaped valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lapporten. Tenth Place, Landscapes. Lapporten is a striking U-shaped valley in Lapland, just outside Abisko National Park.
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                [image: A swimming duck tries to grab a small mussel that gets away from it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Predator and Prey. Ninth Place, Birds, and Prize of the Jury winner. An eider drake tries in vain to snatch a mussel in Kieler Forde.
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                [image: Two mushrooms stand among green plants, their tops covered in long hairlike mold structures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bonnet Mold. Fifth Place, Plants and Fungi. Bonnet with bonnet mold. This widespread pin mold primarily parasitizes this particular group of fungi.
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                Matthias Huther / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mudskipper leaps, seen at ground level.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mudflats at Sunset. Fifth Place, Other Animals. A blue-spotted mudskipper at sunset on a mudflat in Malaysia.
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                Jan Piecha / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Light fog lingers over a lush river landscape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Early Morning in the Mulde Floodplain. Sixth Place, Special Category: All Things Flow--Germany's River Landscapes. The photograph shows a tributary of the Mulde in early morning light.
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                Kevin Pronnecke / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A leopard seal swims beneath a floating piece of ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Leopard. Tenth Place, Mammals. Antarctica is one of the most fragile ecosystems on Earth and home to some extremely unusual creatures. The leopard seal is one of only two apex predators in Antarctica and often found foraging in ice-covered waters. Although the seals feed mainly on krill, they also prey on juvenile seals and penguins chicks entering the water for the first time after fledging at the end of the austral summer.
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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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In the Game of Spy vs. Spy, Israel Keeps Getting the Better of Iran

Repressing dissent, putting innocent people in prison, flubbing operations abroad--Iran just can't seem to get out of its own way.

by Kylie Moore-Gilbert




I am a member of a strange club that nobody wants to belong to, but whose numbers are steadily growing: innocent people convicted in Iran of espionage for what Iranian officials call the "tyrannical Zionist entity" (in other words, Israel). Many among us are foreigners--businesspeople, journalists, tourists, and academics like myself, who traveled to Iran for what they thought would be a brief visit, only to find themselves thrown in prison on dubious charges.

The European Union diplomat Johan Floderus, a Swedish citizen, is but the latest high-profile victim of Iranian hysteria over Israeli spies on its territory. Currently awaiting sentencing from a revolutionary court in Tehran, Floderus faces allegations of "very extensive intelligence cooperation with the Zionist occupation regime" and a charge of "corruption on earth," which carries the death penalty. Sweden's foreign minister has stated publicly that the accusations against Floderus are "completely baseless and false," and the head of the EU foreign service has labeled him "illegally detained."

I was convicted of espionage for Israel under similarly spurious pretenses in 2019. I had been invited to an academic conference in Iran as the guest of a local university, and was arrested by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) at Tehran's Imam Khomeini airport as I was about to fly home to Australia. I was handed a 10-year prison sentence, of which I served more than two years at the mercy of the IRGC before I was freed in a prisoner swap.

Read: I was a hostage in Iran. The deals are part of the problem.

During my time in the Iranian prison system, I learned Farsi and used every opportunity possible to study my captors. In addition to IRGC interrogators and prison guards, I encountered a number of influential regime figures, including the head of IRGC intelligence, the deputy foreign minister, and even Iran's current chief nuclear negotiator. At various junctures, these men came to the prison to meet and speak with me, or agreed to do so while visiting for seemingly other purposes.

The fact that someone who had been convicted of espionage, however unjustly, was given access to such people is testament to the chaotic way in which intelligence work is conducted in the Islamic Republic. Indeed, although Iran's authorities talk tough and cast an extremely wide net in their quest to capture the Mossad agents they believe are in their midst, a prevailing lack of competence has meant that very few actual spies ever seem to get caught.

Not only does the Islamic Republic arrest a large number of innocent people domestically, but the agents of its two intelligence bodies, the Ministry of Intelligence and Security and the IRGC's intelligence unit, have a long history of bungling operations overseas. Many operatives get caught: Just last month, a suspected member of the IRGC Quds Force was arrested in Peru for plotting to kill Israelis living in the country. Indeed the three IRGC members who were released in exchange for me had been convicted in Thailand of targeting Israeli diplomats in a failed bomb plot. Rather than making final preparations in the days before their operation, these hapless agents had been photographed drinking alcohol and partying with local prostitutes. In the course of resisting arrest, one of them had even blown off his own leg with the bombs they'd assembled.

Of course, not every overseas Iranian-intelligence operation fails, and the consequences are devastating when they do not. In 1994, 85 people were killed at a Jewish cultural center in Buenos Aires, in a bombing that Argentine courts later ruled was carried out on the orders of the Islamic Republic. Just last week, Argentina issued an Interpol red notice for Iran's interior minister, Ahmad Vahidi, accusing him of having been behind the attack. The Islamic Republic is also apparently implicated in a string of assassinations and kidnappings of dissidents across Europe and the Middle East, as well as plots targeting Iranian opposition journalists in London and New York.

Read: Iran's deadly message to journalists abroad

The incompetence and lack of professionalism of much of the Iranian intelligence apparatus stands in stark contrast to the efficiency of Israel's, which is alleged to have carried out sophisticated sabotage and assassination plots on Iranian territory. Beginning in 2007, Israel is thought to have targeted scientists working on Iran's nuclear program for assassination. At least six have been killed inside the country. In 2022 alone, seven officials affiliated with Iran's missile or drone programs died under suspicious circumstances. Israel is also thought to have been behind two mysterious blasts at the Natanz nuclear facility, as well the theft of an enormous archive of documents relating to the nuclear program from a warehouse in Tehran. In 2023, Mossad even announced that it had kidnapped an IRGC hit man inside Iran; the Israeli agency released footage from his interrogation outside the country.

Somewhat bizarrely, my exchange for three blundering IRGC operatives wasn't the only connection between my wrongful imprisonment and the high-stakes war of espionage that has long been playing out between Tehran and Tel Aviv. Less than 48 hours after I was freed from prison--and likely not unrelated to the deal that freed me--Israel carried out one of its most audacious missions on Iranian soil.

Mohsen Fakhrizadeh was an IRGC commander and the shadowy mastermind of Iran's covert nuclear-weapons program. While the regime was busy welcoming the three convicted terrorists home with garlands of flowers and sleek propaganda reels, agents acting for Israel parked a blue Nissan pickup truck on a highway intersection near the hamlet of Absard, north of Tehran. Hidden on the truck bed beneath a tarpaulin was a remote-controlled, AI-programmed machine gun. As Fakhrizadeh's motorcade crossed the intersection, the sniper, watching via satellite from thousands of kilometers away, opened fire. Fakhrizadeh was killed in a hail of bullets. The truck then blew itself up.

The Israelis had clearly been surveilling Fakhrizadeh for months, if not years, prior to the attack. Yet they held their fire until after I had departed Iranian airspace, a move that was much to my benefit, as such a brazen operation would undoubtedly have scuppered the deal for my release. That the attack so closely coincided with my prisoner swap, however, was unlikely to be an accident, and had less to do with me than with the three IRGC terrorists exchanged for my freedom. Australia probably  had to secure Israel's consent for trading them, as they had been caught targeting Israeli diplomats. The IRGC, of course, would have known that. And so the Israelis opted to send Tehran a message by allowing the deal to go through but killing Fakhrizadeh at nearly the same time: They would go after a bigger target, and on Iranian soil besides. Unlike the IRGC's three amateurish agents in Thailand, they didn't fail.

The Iranian regime has shown itself to be supremely adept at surveilling, arresting, and interrogating political dissidents, social-media activists, members of armed separatist groups, and even underground terror cells from organizations such as the MEK. As the unprecedented crackdown on the Woman, Life, Freedom demonstrations shows, the regime retains a fierce grip on the country and runs it like a police state. All of which leaves one to wonder: Why does Iran do such a poor job of countering Israel's operations inside its territory?

One clue lies in the fact that many, if not most, of the assassinations and other plots attributed to Israel, including the killing of Fakhrizadeh, are conducted with the participation of local Iranian recruits. Interestingly, the quadcopter drones thought to have been used in Israel's April 19 attack on a military facility in Isfahan province were also most likely assembled and launched from inside Iran.

The Islamic Republic's security apparatus has long assumed that Israel is sending foreign tourists and other visitors to Iran to spy on its behalf. But this supposition seems more and more like a costly distraction from the real issue at hand: A not-insignificant number of Iranian citizens inside Iran appear willing to risk torture, imprisonment, and execution in order to assist enemies of their own government.

Iranian security agencies have had little success in thwarting Israeli activities inside their country in part because authoritarian regimes prioritize loyalty over competence. IRGC intelligence officials tend to owe their positions to either ideological conformity or to strong family or personal ties within the organization. If you weren't a true believer (or at least good at pretending to be one) and didn't have other IRGC members to vouch for you, you didn't have a hope of becoming even a lowly prison official in a Revolutionary Guard detention facility. As one guard boasted to me, "Our positions aren't advertised." In such a system, aptitude, skill, and even security training are much lower priorities. The least suitable people can attain high ranks, while better-qualified candidates who are deemed insufficiently ideologically committed miss out.

The result is a lack of professionalism, which I observed firsthand during the 804 days I spent in IRGC custody. For example, I was once able to text the Australian embassy in the middle of an interrogation, because my interrogator had made the rookie error of leaving my confiscated phone in the room after he stepped out. On another occasion, I was able to trick one of my captors into revealing details of the diplomatic negotiations surrounding my release. And although I'm unable to go into specifics, female prisoners are routinely able to take advantage of the IRGC guards' squeamishness about women's bodies to smuggle information outside the prison.

Selected for ideological orthodoxy, the Revolutionary Guards I interacted with bought into all manner of conspiracy theories, which undoubtedly distorted their understanding of geopolitics and hamstrung their ability to interrogate suspects. I was regularly forced to listen to lengthy tirades about secretive Zionists pulling the levers of the global economy, or Israeli plots to poison the sperm counts of Muslim men in a scheme to achieve demographic supremacy. My handlers admitted to watching spy shows involving the Middle East, such as Fauda, Tehran, and Homeland. These seemed to reinforce their tendency to see the hand of Mossad behind every calamity that befell Iran, man-made or otherwise. Such paranoia helps explain the shockingly high numbers of innocent people, most of them Iranian, imprisoned on charges of working for Israel. Sadly, many of these people make false confessions under duress, which in turn gives the authorities the impression that they are catching real spies.

Institutional incompetence is not the sole reason Iran's agencies have been losing the shadow intelligence war with Israel. Like all brutal authoritarian regimes, the Islamic Republic knows no language other than intimidation and the threat of violence. It has proved unable to offer positive incentives or rewards to those who might be in a position to assist it. The population, including the Islamic Republic's traditional religious constituency, broadly loathes the regime; even the most disinterested and self-serving opportunist is reluctant to gather information on its behalf. The IRGC in turn distrusts the people it rules over and believes that cooperation can only be forcibly coerced.

Read: How fake spies ruin real intelligence

I experienced this approach myself in Evin Prison. Before I was put on trial, Revolutionary Guard interrogators accosted me with an offer of recruitment. Would I agree to travel to London to collect information on the Iranian dissident community? Would I use my status as an academic to visit Israel, effectively as an Iranian agent? Then, after the trial, they used the absurd 10-year sentence I was dealt as a lever of blackmail. The IRGC would only enter into negotiations over my freedom, I was told, if I agreed to work for them; if I did agree, I would be beholden to them in every way once freed.

"How do you know I won't just run away after I'm allowed to leave Iran?" I asked the recruiters.

The answer was sobering. The IRGC had operatives on Australian soil, they told me, just as they did in Europe and North America. If I reneged, they would kill me. For more than 18 months, I resisted this pressure. It relented only after I leaked to the international press that I was a recruitment target.

The IRGC are better placed to blackmail Iranian or dual-national prisoners than they were with me. Anyone who has family members living in Iran faces an impossible choice: Agree to spy for the regime, or see your loved ones jailed and tortured alongside you. And because unwilling recruits can't be fully trusted, they are then subjected to near-constant surveillance and threats to prevent them from escaping. During the years I spent in IRGC custody, I encountered several such people, three of whom were ultimately sent abroad on behalf of the IRGC.

Iran's heavy-handed approach contrasts sharply with the methods that Israel is rumored to employ inside Iran. In prison I met several Iranian Muslims convicted of activities that linked them to Israel, and I heard stories of numerous others. Some were shown to have been calling Israel over Skype, or chatting with Israelis in internet message forums. Of course, many such people are innocent of any crime, and were likely just curious about a neighboring country whose name they had been encouraged to curse since primary school. There appeared to be slightly more substance to the allegations against a small number of others.

From what I came to understand, Israel has been able to capitalize on the Islamic Republic's record of poor governance, economic mismanagement, poverty, and political repression to offer would-be collaborators valuable ways out. These could take the form of bundles of cash or offers of permanent residency, not only for Iranians who assist their operations, but for their family members as well. In this respect as in many others, the Islamic Republic has become its own greatest adversary: Having shown itself over the decades to be impervious to ideological moderation or reform from within, it has become so hated that its own people--its biggest victims--are willing to embrace the possibility that the enemy of their enemy is their friend. I lost track of the number of Iranians in prison who advocated for heavier economic sanctions and openly welcomed American or Israeli air strikes on Iran.

These sentiments have translated into robust support for Israel on social media, including from inside Iran, much of it making no reference to the horrors currently unfolding in Gaza. Some Iranians condemned the IRGC's April 13 missile and drone attacks on Israel and cheered on Israel's retaliation. Somewhat embarrassingly, the regime was forced to issue an official notice threatening to arrest anyone expressing these sentiments online. It followed through by arresting Mobina Rostami, a member of the national volleyball team, after she posted on social media: "As an Iranian, I am truly ashamed of the authorities' attack on Israel, but you need to know that the people in Iran love Israel and hate the Islamic Republic."

Israel and Iran's tit-for-tat military strikes on each other's territory will likely lead to a further intensification of their long-standing clandestine activities. As a result, Iran will likely throw more innocent people in prison; it will bungle more overseas operations; and ultra-hard-liners in its security establishment will double down on repressing a population that despises them. Such authoritarian tactics have already benefited Iran's enemies and will continue to do so, offering Israel the upper hand in the covert war of espionage within Iran's borders and abroad.
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The Israeli Defense Establishment Revolts Against Netanyahu

To appease his far-right flank, the prime minister has refused to commit to Palestinian governance of Gaza. Israel's security figures are calling his bluff.

by Yair Rosenberg




On Tuesday, Daniel Hagari, the chief spokesperson for the Israel Defense Forces, did something extraordinary: He criticized the Israeli government. In recent days, Israeli troops have battled Hamas in parts of northern Gaza that had previously been cleared of enemy combatants. A reporter asked Hagari if the terrorist group had been able to reassert itself because the Israeli government had not set up any non-Hamas Palestinian administration for those areas.

The spokesman could have dodged the question. He did not. "There is no doubt that a governmental alternative to Hamas will create pressure on Hamas," he replied, "but that is a question for the political echelon."

Hagari's polite but pointed critique of Israel's leadership was a pebble. The avalanche came the next day. In a televised address yesterday, Defense Minister Yoav Gallant--a former general and current member of Benjamin Netanyahu's Likud party--publicly rebuked the government for failing to establish a postwar plan for Gaza. He then demanded that Netanyahu personally commit to Palestinian governance for the enclave, as opposed to Israeli settlement or occupation.

"Since October, I have been raising this issue consistently in the cabinet, and have received no response," Gallant said. "The end of the military campaign must come together with political action. The 'day after Hamas' will only be achieved with Palestinian entities taking control of Gaza, accompanied by international actors, establishing a governing alternative to Hamas's rule."

Without such a political strategy, Gallant argued, no military strategy can succeed, and Israel will be left occupying Gaza and fighting a never-ending counterinsurgency against Hamas that saps the country's military, economic, and diplomatic resources. "Indecision is, in essence, a decision," he said. "This leads to a dangerous course, which promotes the idea of Israeli military and civilian governance in Gaza. This is a negative and dangerous option for the state of Israel."

The defense minister closed with an ultimatum: "I call on Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to make a decision and declare that Israel will not establish civilian control over the Gaza Strip, that Israel will not establish military governance in the Gaza Strip, and that a governing alternative to Hamas in the Gaza Strip will be raised immediately." With these words, the Israeli defense establishment effectively launched a revolt against the Netanyahu government--and the dreams of its far-right flank to flood Gaza with Israeli settlers.



Gallant is far from the only person to press Netanyahu on this matter. For months, President Joe Biden and his administration have called for Israel to work with the Palestinian Authority--the Hamas rival that governs the West Bank--to establish a new administration in Gaza. Benny Gantz and Gadi Eisenkot, two former IDF chiefs turned opposition politicians, joined Netanyahu's government after October 7 on the condition that a committee be created to formulate a Gaza exit strategy. But despite all of this external and internal pressure, no such plan has materialized--for a very straightforward reason: Netanyahu cannot publicly commit to a postwar plan for Gaza that includes Palestinians, because the day-after plan of his far-right partners is to get rid of those Palestinians.

Yesterday, standing at a lectern emblazoned with the words settlement in Gaza will bring security, the far-right minister Itamar Ben-Gvir told a rally of thousands that the only way to defeat Hamas is to "return home" to Gaza and encourage "voluntary emigration" of its Palestinian population--a euphemism for ethnic cleansing. "Tell them," Ben-Gvir declared, "'Go to your homes, go to your countries. This is ours now and forever.'" Shlomo Karhi, a hard-right member of Netanyahu's faction, offered similar sentiments. "In order to preserve the security achievements for which so many of our troops gave up their lives," he said, "we must settle Gaza, with security forces and with settlers."

Read: The right-wing Israeli plan to resettle Gaza

Polls show that most Israelis do not want to resettle the Gaza Strip. But Netanyahu and his coalition are uniquely beholden to the radical minority that does. Back in January, 15 of the coalition's 64 members of Parliament attended a Jerusalem conference in support of Gaza resettlement. The parties that make up Netanyahu's government received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's most recent election in November 2022. Without the far right, not only would the Israeli leader's coalition collapse, but he would lack sufficient allies to form one in the future after another election. Alienating the extremists wouldn't just finish Netanyahu's government; it could end his political career.

This has placed the prime minister in a political vise. If he commits to postwar Palestinian rule in Gaza and begins acting seriously to establish it, he loses the far right. But if he commits to resettling Gaza, he loses the Israeli majority and the international community. And so, as he has often done in the past, Netanyahu has chosen not to choose, kicking the moment of decision down the road. But as Gallant said yesterday, indecision is also a decision--and it has consequences.

This month, Israel's soldiers have been fighting pitched battles with Hamas in places such as Zeitun and Jabaliya that had previously been cleared by the IDF. Without any plan to govern these areas, Israel's army has achieved many tactical victories in Gaza but suffered a strategic defeat, as Hamas has returned to fill the vacuum the IDF left behind. Faced with rising Israeli casualties in Gaza, far-right resettlement rallies in Israel, sharp criticism of Israel's open-ended campaign abroad, and Netanyahu's refusal to act, Gallant clearly felt compelled to speak out. In doing so, he made public the arguments he had previously been making in private.

Contrary to misquotes and mistranslations attributed to the Israeli defense minister in some international media outlets, Gallant has not called for genocide in Gaza, but rather for the territory to be handed back to Gazans. He has also consistently worked to align the Israeli campaign with the preferences of the Biden administration rather than the Israeli far right. In January, he called for Gaza to be governed by Palestinians in conjunction with the United States and moderate Arab states, without any Jewish settlements. In March, Gallant reportedly told the Israeli security cabinet that Gazans affiliated with the Palestinian Authority were the least bad option to administer the enclave.

Read: What did top Israeli war officials really say about Gaza?

Gallant believes that he is working both to protect Israel's long-term security by saving it from a ruinous quagmire, and to coordinate its policy with its strongest ally, the United States. It is no coincidence that the defense minister's dramatic address yesterday came shortly after U.S. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan told the White House press pool that "if Israel's military efforts are not accompanied by a political plan for the future of Gaza and the Palestinian people, the terrorists will keep coming back ... So we [are] talking to Israel about how to connect their military operations to a clear strategic endgame ... to ensure the lasting defeat of Hamas and a better alternative future for Gaza and for the Palestinian people."



Gallant is only one man, and he serves at Netanyahu's discretion. He alone cannot alter national policy--but he has galvanized such change before. The last time the defense minister delivered a broadside against Netanyahu's governance, it was in March 2023 to oppose a far-right effort to hobble Israel's judicial system. At the time, Gallant warned that internal Israeli division over the legislation "poses a clear, immediate, and tangible threat to the security of the state." That speech led to Gallant's firing, which was reversed after hundreds of thousands of Israelis poured into the streets in protest.

Today, once again, Gallant has been pushed to the point of public dissent by his perception that Netanyahu is privileging his own coalition and political interest over the national interest. In his address to the Israeli public, Gallant declared that "we must make tough decisions for the future of our country, favoring national priorities above all other possible considerations, even with the possibility of personal or political costs."

The right's response to this call has not been kind. Netanyahu issued a brief video rejecting Gallant's arguments without naming him. Ben-Gvir, the far-right minister, demanded that Gallant be fired, while other hard-line lawmakers assailed him in personal terms. Getting rid of Gallant, however, will not be easy. According to recent polling, he is the most popular politician in Israel, far outpacing Netanyahu and his far-right partners. The defense minister's speech was also quickly praised by Benny Gantz, the opposition leader in Israel's war cabinet, who is leading Netanyahu in the polls and could leave the government if the prime minister acts rashly. And Netanyahu will have to contend with the United States--Sullivan is set to visit Israel this weekend, where he will undoubtedly press Gallant's case. (By last night, a Biden official was already telling reporters that "we share the defense minister's concern.")

Back in 2023, Gallant's speech against the judicial overhaul ultimately doomed the effort after months of political upheaval. The success or failure of his latest intervention may determine not just the endgame for this conflict, but the trajectory of Israel in the decades to come.
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        Photos From the 2024 Westminster Dog Show
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            The 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show took place in New York City over the past week, showcasing more than 3,000 dogs of 200 different breeds and varieties. This year's Best in Show was awarded to a miniature poodle named Sage. Gathered below are images from this year's competition, held at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dog makes a big splash in a pool after jumping in.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog splashes down during the Dock Diving event at the 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show at USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center, in New York City, on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: Four pugs stand beside their handlers at a dog show.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pugs stand in the judging area during the 2024 Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show at Arthur Ashe Stadium, in New York City, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog winces as it is brushed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A papillon named Joshua during a grooming session on day one of the Westminster Kennel Club Dog show on May 13, 2024
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                [image: A close view of a sheepdog's face, its tongue sticking out, its eyes hidden under long fur, and hair ties holding some of its muzzle fur]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An old English sheepdog rests inside the grooming tent on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog herds a group of five ducks during a competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog herds ducks into a cage at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A dog leaps above a swimming pool, trying to bite a frisbee that has just been thrown.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs compete during Canine Celebration Day on May 11, 2024, in Queens, New York.
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                [image: At least two people pet a wrinkly, resting dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People pet a shar pei during the show on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A handler grooms a fluffy white dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A samoyed is readied inside the grooming tent on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A shaggy sheepdog trots behind a handler.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Bergamasco sheepdog runs in the judging area on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a small dog's face]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Brussels griffon stands in the benching area during the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A woman with a large white wig stands beside a white dog on a grooming table.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is prepared for the show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A person takes a picture of a pug wearing a flowery hat and a tutu.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pug named Fatty Patty poses for her owner on day one of the show, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A Boston terrier leaps over an obstacle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sparrow, a Boston terrier from Lowell, Michigan, competes in the Non-Sporting Group during the 148th Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A half-dozen dogs stand with their handlers in a waiting area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs stand, gathered with their handlers during the show, on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog leaps and turns, running through an obstacle course.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog participates in Masters Agility Championship Preliminaries on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog with very long hair walks on an artificial grass surface in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Comet, a shih tzu, competes in breed group judging on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A dog lies on its side while being groomed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is groomed at Arthur Ashe Stadium on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A golden retriever sitting beside its handler appears to smile.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A golden retriever and its handler wait to compete in breed group judging on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A person runs beside an Afghan hound in front of judges and an audience.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Handler Willy Santiago competes with the Afghan hound Zaida during breed group judging on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: Several handlers kneel down beside their Irish setters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Irish setters are prepared for competition on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog stands on a grooming table.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is readied for the show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A tiny dog runs beside its handler.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs compete during the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A dog rests, with a small fan pointed directly at it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Quan, a chow chow from New York, cools down before competing on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A well-groomed black poodle stands in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sage, a miniature poodle from Houston, Texas, stands before winning the Best in Show group during the annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, at Arthur Ashe Stadium, on May 14, 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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China Has Gotten the Trade War It Deserves

The Biden administration's steep new tariffs are a rational response to Xi Jinping's aggressive economic policies.

by Michael Schuman




A global trade war is starting, and China is at the center of it. A reckoning for Beijing's economic model, which is designed to promote Chinese industry at the expense of the rest of the world, has long been coming. China's trading partners have had enough. The result will be a wave of protectionism, with potentially dire consequences for both China and the global economy.

The most obvious and dramatic evidence for this was unveiled yesterday by President Joe Biden, who announced that his administration would quadruple the existing tariffs on imported Chinese electric vehicles, to 100 percent. He will also hike tariffs on steel, aluminum, medical equipment, semiconductors, solar cells, and lithium batteries. The Chinese government instantly protested and threatened action of its own. "The United States should immediately correct its wrong practices," the Chinese Ministry of Commerce said in a statement. "China will take resolute measures to defend its own rights and interests."

Yet China's leaders have no one to blame but themselves. They joined a global trading system and then gamed that system. Biden's tariffs are the natural response, though not an entirely positive one. Protectionism raises costs, hurts consumers, shields unworthy companies from competition, and punishes worthier ones. Disputes over trade will only intensify the rivalry between the world's two great powers.

This souring of trade relations wasn't always foreordained--but it had become virtually unavoidable. Chinese leader Xi Jinping has failed to reform his economy in ways that would have made this trade war less likely. Facing this confrontation with the United States, he is even less likely to make reforms today. The result is trade conflict and heightened political tensions that benefit no one.

Derek Thompson: Trade wars are not good, or easy to win

Biden targeted EVs for a reason. Beijing's leaders wanted to dominate that industry and threw the weight of the state behind Chinese companies. The program was undeniably successful. China is at the forefront of the EV industry, while the United States, with the exception of Tesla, has barely gotten out of the parking lot. But electrical automotive is also a sector in which China's government has played such a heavy role, and created so much manufacturing capacity, that other governments believe their own industries are at risk.

Both that prowess and that excess were on display recently at the Beijing Auto Show. The exhibition included no fewer than 278 EV models. That's indicative of a market jammed with 139 EV brands. The already gridlocked Chinese car market didn't dissuade the Chinese smartphone maker Xiaomi from jumping in, with its first EV offering in the show's spotlight.

China simply has too many car companies with too many factories making too many cars. Counting both EVs and internal-combustion-engine vehicles, China's auto industry now has the capacity to produce almost twice as many vehicles as Chinese consumers are buying, according to the Shanghai-based consultancy Automobility Limited. Although oversupply in the EV sector, where demand is still growing, is not as severe as in the legacy business, Chinese automakers are still adding assembly lines. BYD, for instance, plans to more than double its EV production capacity by 2026.

China now has the largest domestic car market in the world, but even Chinese consumers cannot sustain so many factories, especially as the country's economy slows. So automakers are off-loading their surplus products into the global marketplace. China vied with Japan for the title of world's largest car exporter last year.

This hefty outflow of Chinese cars has earned unwelcome attention from policy makers in the U.S. and Europe. They contend that the Chinese government unduly supports and promotes China's bloated automobile sector; as a consequence, their own automakers are threatened by a deluge of cheap Chinese vehicles. During an official visit to China in late April, U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken said that the issue of China's excess capacity was "front and center" for Washington. Chinese industry, he added, is "flooding markets, undermining competition, putting at risk livelihoods and businesses around the world." While also visiting China in April, Germany's chancellor, Olaf Scholz, expressed similar concerns.

"The one thing that must always be clear is that competition must be fair," Scholz said in a speech in Shanghai. China's leaders think it already is. They retort that the success of Chinese automakers is due entirely to their competitive advantages. Premier Li Qiang told Scholz that greater supply "is conducive to full market competition and promoting the survival of the fittest."

Michael Schuman: To China, all's fair in love and trade wars

The state news agency Xinhua argued that China's edge "has been honed through diligent efforts and genuine expertise, rooted in market competition, innovation, and entrepreneurship," and went on to claim that "the world doesn't want less of China's capacity, but wants more." Therefore, the criticism of China's industry "may look like an economic discussion," a spokesperson for the Chinese foreign ministry said, but it "ignores more than 200 years of the basic concept of comparative advantage in Western economics."

The fact that some Chinese EV companies have developed highly competitive products and technology, and benefit from real cost advantages in a relatively low-wage economy, is certainly true. Yet the government's role in building and sustaining that sector is undeniable as well. Chinese economic planners wished to accelerate the EV sector's development, so, almost a decade ago, they targeted electric vehicles for special state assistance through their Made in China 2025 industrial program. The assistance was controversial from the start because American and European business leaders and policy makers feared--rightly, it now appears--that Beijing's backing for its favored industries would distort global markets. Tax breaks, low-interest loans, subsidies to make EVs more affordable, and other aid followed.

These interventions encouraged private capital to jump in as well. The result was an explosion of investment in start-ups, factories, and supply chains. As Bert Hofman, an expert on China's economy at the National University of Singapore, told me: "If the central government says this is the new growth area, electric vehicles are the future, everybody and their grandmothers start something in electric vehicles."

All governments place their thumb on the scale to promote their national industries to some degree. China's thumb simply weighs more heavily. A 2022 study by the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington conservatively estimated that China spent $248 billion supporting its industries in 2019. That's twice as much as the United States did.

"It's the whole financial system, the whole economic system that is leveraged for industrial policy, which is very different than what's been happening in market economies," Camille Boullenois, an analyst of Chinese industry at the research firm Rhodium Group, told me. Where electric vehicles are concerned, "it's very hard to imagine the industry growing as fast without government support."

The excess capacity, however, is not so much by design. As the automobile industry in China was revving up, the economy was slowing down. Bill Russo, Automobility's founder, explained to me that automakers overestimated the growth of the Chinese car market and ended up building factories to churn out vehicles for customers that never materialized. Passenger-car sales are still below where they were in 2017 thanks to a stumbling economy, the ravages of the pandemic, and other factors. Such investment, he said, "has been the formula for cashing in on China's growth, and you're going to have a reckoning at one point in time--and that's what we're faced with right now."

This problem is not confined to cars. China's steel industry has maintained its output even though demand at home has been declining. The Australian bank Westpac said recently that steel exports, which are approaching record levels, have become a "release valve" for this excess. Even as China's leaders rebutted foreign criticism of its bloated industries, they released draft regulations in early May to rein in expansion of lithium-battery manufacturing. Chinese state-owned media are reporting that a glut of solar panels--another sector dominated by Chinese companies--is depressing prices and squeezing profits. A surge of Chinese investment into manufacturing "legacy" microchips (those using older technology) is sparking fears they could flood the global marketplace.

Richard Fontaine: The China problem isn't going away

Facing this Chinese onslaught, governments around the world are stepping in to protect their own industries. The European Commission is currently conducting an investigation into China's subsidizing of electric vehicles with an eye to imposing its own tariffs on their import. Rhodium anticipates that the EU will apply a duty of 15 to 30 percent on EVs, but the group argues that even this may not be sufficient to deter Chinese automakers. The Biden administration's move to a 100 percent EV tariff no doubt reflects similar thinking. Chile has already slapped tariffs on some Chinese steel products, while Brazil imposed quotas and duties to stave off an influx of cheap steel, mainly from China.

Beijing could fend off these restrictions by reforming its domestic market. The flip side of China's excessive supply is weak demand. This is caused not just by slowing growth, but also by its entire economic model. As Michael Pettis, a specialist in China's economy at Peking University, recently pointed out, Beijing's dirigiste policy has a side effect of subsidizing China's industry even more than it appears, by both directly and indirectly transferring wealth from families to factories: Rather than encouraging spending on goods, all of the economic incentives are to make capital investment in manufacturing. China's economic model favors producers over consumers, which holds down household incomes and limits their spending. Lacking customers at home, Chinese industry is forced to seek them abroad.

New policies that nudge Chinese families to spend more and save less could alleviate the problem. One way to do this would be to strengthen the country's feeble social safety net. But Chinese leaders have done little to encourage that transition, perhaps because the necessary liberalizing reforms could weaken the Communist Party's control over the economy and society. That leaves China's industrial giants little option but to spew their excess into the global marketplace, in an effort to sustain growth and employment. The outcome is that China sells to the world more goods than it buys from it. Hofman calculated that China recorded trade surpluses with 173 economies in 2023 and deficits with only 50. That added up to a merchandise trade surplus of more than $800 billion.

Xi Jinping seems set on making matters worse. His principal economic goal of achieving "self-sufficiency" aims to reduce what China purchases from other countries and substitute goods made by foreign companies with Chinese alternatives--especially in industries, such as green energy, that other governments find strategic. In doing so, Xi is practically inviting more intense trade disputes.

In Xi's thinking, economic growth "is going to come from churning out a lot of this stuff and exporting it to the world," Leland Miller, a co-founder of the research firm China Beige Book, told me. "Why they think they can get away with that when they are already running giant, politically charged trade surpluses with most of the world, including the United States, and they're going to supercharge those surpluses and think that's going to be successful ... it doesn't make much sense."

The big point is that China is not just exporting too much stuff; it's also exporting its economic problems. Xi intends to maintain Chinese jobs and factories at the expense of other countries' workers and companies, to avoid necessary but potentially disruptive reform at home. That means Xi is actually undermining the great hope of China's rise. A wealthier China was supposed to be an engine of global prosperity. Xi's version is promoting protectionism and confrontation that threaten that prosperity.

Facing political pressure at home, politicians around the world are forced to defend their economies from Xi's strategy, even if that leads to trade wars that sour relations with Beijing. This is not a good outcome for the global economy or for geopolitical stability. But Xi's policies have made it inevitable.
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Many Indians Don't Trust Their Elections Anymore

Modi rose from a level playing field that no longer exists.

by Vaibhav Vats




On March 21, a little less than a month before India's national elections, the main opposition party, Congress, held a press conference to announce that its campaign was paralyzed. The government had earlier frozen the party's bank accounts in connection with an alleged tax violation from the 1990s. Now the party was struggling to support its parliamentary candidates, and its ground organization had sputtered to a halt.

Later that evening, fewer than 10 miles away, cops and paramilitaries surrounded the official bungalow of Arvind Kejriwal, the chief minister of Delhi province and a member of another opposition party, seeking his arrest on corruption charges. His supporters began a spontaneous protest, and amid the frenzy, Kejriwal became the first sitting chief minister to be arrested in India's history.

The events of March 21 are part of a pattern that has cast doubt on the legitimacy of India's election. According to this year's report by Freedom House, a bipartisan think tank that evaluates democracies across the world, Modi's government "has selectively pursued anti-corruption investigations against opposition politicians while overlooking allegations against political allies." Many of those politicians have then been cleared of the charges if they joined Modi's party: Of 25 opposition leaders probed for corruption, 23 saw their charges dropped when they switched parties. These and other worrying developments are striking in a country that has long prided itself as the biggest and most unlikely modern democratic success story.

Ashoka Mody: Is India an autocracy?

India conducted its first election during the winter of 1951-2, a mammoth exercise that took five months to complete. For a nation that was overwhelmingly illiterate, poor, and racked by social divisions, the decision to adopt the universal adult franchise at one stroke was extraordinarily ambitious. Just preparing the country's first electoral roll, enlisting 173 million voters, was a staggering undertaking--one actually completed before the constitution was even enacted in 1950. "Indians became voters before they were citizens," the scholar Ornit Shani has written.

Indian elections have taken place, largely uninterrupted, ever since. Not only is this record rare among postcolonial nations; it is somewhat of a paradox within the context of India itself. Low indices for human development and shoddy public services testify to the country's inefficiency on many counts, and yet, India has tended to organize the world's largest elections with relative ease.

The country's election commission is largely responsible for this success. The constitutional body has overseen 17 national elections and hundreds of provincial elections in states as large as European nations; today it caters to nearly 1 billion voters and marshals nearly 15 million workers to conduct a national election. The commission is led by a three-person panel whose chief, like a high-ranking judge, can be removed only if Parliament impeaches them. At least since the 1990s, chief election commissioners have been independent and powerful figures who inspire fear in politicians and their parties.


Many voters believe that opposition politicians, such as Arvind Kejriwal, pictured on placard at left, have become targets of selective law enforcement.  (Idrees Mohammed / AFP / Getty)



Narendra Modi has managed to undermine all that during his decade as prime minister. In December, his government passed a law amending the selection process for choosing election commissioners such that the executive branch would have the most say over the process. That he chose to interfere is little wonder. Independent election commissioners had posed an obstacle to Modi almost from the beginning of his political career.

When Modi was chief minister of the western state of Gujarat in 2002, a spasm of religious violence killed more than 1,000 people there, mostly Muslims. Modi dissolved the provincial assembly and called for elections six months ahead of schedule, likely hoping to capitalize on the climate of religious polarization that gripped the province. But J. M. Lyngdoh, then the chief election commissioner, visited Gujarat and concluded that local insecurity called for deferring elections until the winter. Modi responded by impugning Lyngdoh's motivations and mocking his Christian identity.

By 2019, Modi had mostly taken care of this problem: He was ensconced as prime minister, and had rendered the election commission all but toothless, having filled the body with handpicked former bureaucrats closely allied with the Hindu right.

For decades, a stringent code of conduct governed elections in India, and transgressions could result in public censure, bans from campaigning, and, in extreme cases, the disqualification of candidates. And yet, in 2019, the commission heard five complaints against Modi for violating the election code--by seeking votes in the name of the military, for example, and appealing to the electorate on religious grounds. It somehow contrived to clear Modi in all five cases.

Five years later, Modi is leading an even more incendiary and divisive campaign, and the commission appears to be comatose. On April 6, Modi described the Congress party's manifesto as reflecting the mentality of the Muslim League, the separatist organization that led to the creation of Pakistan and is widely reviled in India, even though the manifesto made no reference to religion. Then, in an election rally on April 21, Modi told voters that the Congress party intended to seize their private wealth and distribute it among India's 200 million Muslims, whom he characterized as infiltrators producing more than their share of children.

Modi's speech almost certainly violated not only the election code but also Indian laws against hate speech and inciting religious discord. Perhaps even Modi realized he had gone too far: The transcripts of the speech uploaded to the prime minister's website did not include the most offensive passages. Even so, his remarks caused an uproar in India. Political parties and more than 20,000 private citizens complained to the election commission, seeking its intervention. If the electoral body did not act, Sagarika Ghose, an opposition legislator wrote on X, "then let's please wind up the Election Commission and forget about the Model Code of Conduct."

The commission responded timidly, with a notice not to Modi but to the president of his Bharatiya Janata Party. In the past, the commission directly censured political leaders for their violations; today its reluctance to confront the prime minister surprises no one. Commissioners know that standing up to Modi can exact a heavy price. In 2019, Ashok Lavasa, one of the three election commissioners, recorded a formal dissent from the decision to exonerate the prime minister on the five complaints. Lavasa's phone was placed on a surveillance list, while his family endured months of harassment, including tax raids and investigations into his son's business. In 2020, Lavasa resigned. He had been due to take over as chief election commissioner the following year.

I reached out to several former election commissioners for comment for this story. Two spoke with me off the record, kept deferring the date for a formal interview, and eventually stopped taking calls or responding to texts. One, Om Prakash Rawat, who was chief election commissioner in 2018, dismissed concerns about the commission's independence as media fictions and suggested that Western democracies had perpetuated them in order to undermine India. Rawat told me that he did not think Modi and his party had violated the election code in 2019 or in the present election. Modi's speech branding the Congress manifesto as reflecting the mentality of the Muslim League was merely politics as usual, he said.

As the election season has worn on and the commission has kept quiet, Modi has doubled down on his rhetoric, describing the Muslim electorate as "jihadi votes," and the BJP has put out animated videos portraying Muslims as crafty and predatory animals.

Arvind Kejriwal, the Delhi chief minister, was arrested by the Enforcement Directorate, a federal agency that investigates financial crimes. Since Modi came to power in 2014, the number of investigations the directorate has conducted against political leaders has more than quadrupled, to 121. Of the leaders under investigation, 115 of them--95 percent--belonged to opposition parties.

Kejriwal is the leader of the Aam Aadmi Party, an upstart populist outfit that has quickly risen to take charge of two northern provinces. A rousing orator, Kejriwal was known for his sarcastic and often humorous speeches critical of Modi. In the short term, arresting him served the BJP by eliminating a charismatic opposition politician from the campaign trail. In the long term, it dealt a blow to a rival who could one day become a national challenger.

Kejriwal was technically the first chief minister to be arrested in India's history, but effectively, he was the second. In January, Hemant Soren, the chief minister of the eastern state of Jharkhand, had resigned a few hours before he was arrested by the directorate. Like Kejriwal, Soren had a commanding presence in a region where the BJP was markedly weak.

Few institutions have survived the democratic subversion of the Modi years. Soren and Kejriwal approached the courts, but an enfeebled judiciary is still vacillating on whether to grant them bail. Much of the mainstream news media purvey Hindu-nationalist propaganda, depicting Modi as the personification of the nation and his opponents as corrupt actors intent on destabilizing India. A recent analysis of six prominent networks from February through April, the months leading up to the election, found that 52 percent of their prime-time coverage attacked opposition parties; another 27 percent praised Modi and his government.

Under Modi, India has slipped 43 places down the World Press Freedom Index; it now ranks a dismal 159 out of 180 nations. Since 2021, Freedom House has categorized India as only "partly free" in its annual reports. That same year, the V-Dem Institute, an independent research organization based in Sweden, also reclassified India, observing that "the world's largest democracy has turned into an electoral autocracy."

These days in India, talk often swirls back to the Emergency, India's previous era of authoritarian rule, in the 1970s under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. The 1977 elections that ended the Emergency produced a staggering upset, with Gandhi losing her own parliamentary seat. But the Princeton professor Gyan Prakash, who wrote a book about the Emergency, told me that the analogy to the present moment was misleading. Gandhi freed opposition leaders from prison as elections approached; Modi has been doing the opposite.

"The 1977 elections were held fair and square," Prakash told me. "One fears that is not going to be the case with 2024."

In India's stratified and deeply hierarchical society, elections have long been a great equalizer. During the campaign season, social boundaries between castes and classes seem momentarily to dissolve as passionate political debates break out in tea stalls and on crowded buses and subways. Candidates and parties produce festive road shows on city streets.

But Modi and his Hindu-nationalist juggernaut have quelled these energies. The current election feels sluggish. Most cities and towns have been bathed in the saffron hue of the BJP, and posters of Modi's visage can be seen everywhere. Participation is correspondingly low; when voting began for more than 100 parliamentary seats on April 19, turnout was down more than three percentage points from five years ago.

Trust in the election commission is declining among voters; even fewer have confidence in the electronic machines used for voting. Making matters worse, this year's turnout figures from the first round of voting were publicized a full 10 days later than normal, and they were expressed as percentages instead of whole numbers. Indian citizens rely on turnout data to assess the fairness of the vote. Now voters are openly voicing fears of sabotage; despite repeated appeals, the commission has not yet released the full figures.

The weakening of public faith in Indian elections is not surprising or accidental. The Hindu-nationalist movement has always been disdainful of Indian constitutionalism and democracy, seeing its participation in these processes as tactical accommodations on the path to its eventual goal of a centralized, authoritarian government. Commenting on India's first election back in 1952, Organiser, the preeminent journal of the Hindu right, suggested that the country's first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, "would live to confess the failure of universal adult franchise in India." Prakash told me that the government's more recent ploys to throttle the opposition were part of the "BJP's single-minded and ruthless drive for a one-party state."

On April 22, a BJP candidate was elected unopposed from the Surat constituency in Gujarat, two weeks before elections were scheduled in the city of 1.8 million voters. The Congress candidate for the parliamentary seat had been rejected on a technicality; when the party put forward an alternative candidate, he was rejected too. Under mysterious circumstances, the remaining eight non-BJP candidates simultaneously withdrew from the race, paving the way for the BJP to win without a vote.

Vaibhav Vats: Violence is the engine of Modi's politics

On the evening of the Surat victory, Jitendra Chauhan, an independent candidate from Gandhinagar, the capital of Gujarat, alleged in a video posted online that associates of the city's sitting MP were threatening him, and that he feared he might even be killed if he didn't withdraw his nomination. (The Gandhinagar MP is Amit Shah, India's home minister and widely considered the second-most-powerful person in the country. The BJP denies Chauhan's claims.) Over the following days, 16 candidates, including Chauhan, withdrew; many said they had faced pressure from powerful BJP politicians and even the police. Around the same time, in Indore, a Congress candidate went to the polling office to withdraw his nomination; when he emerged, he had joined the BJP.

Such strong-arm maneuvers offer one among several possible means of securing a one-party future. In January, during a mayoral election in the northern city of Chandigarh, a polling officer belonging to the BJP was caught on camera spoiling opposition ballots. That case resulted in a rare intervention: The election was overturned by India's supreme court.

Through his decade in power, Modi has plowed the level playing field from which he rose. In 2014, when Modi led his insurgent campaign against the Congress, the media were free to robustly criticize the government, democratic institutions such as the election commission and the courts asserted themselves, and dissent did not carry the threat of prison. Now the very bodies the public once relied on to safeguard the electoral process have seemingly abdicated their constitutional mandate and are helping make Modi's third bid for prime minister into something resembling a coronation.
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        Photos of the Week: Grim Reaper, Wicker Man, Met Gala
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            The ruins of a mountain monastery in Turkey, tornado damage in Oklahoma, a dress rehearsal for the Eurovision Song Contest in Sweden, devastating floods in southern Brazil, a drone expo in South Korea, ongoing Russian drone attacks in Ukraine, camel rides in a Chinese desert, fireflies on a forest trail in Taiwan, and much more
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                [image: A performer hangs beneath a huge cluster of glowing green balloons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer floats above supporters, attached to a cluster of helium balloons, above the Marques do Pombal square in Lisbon, on May 6, 2024, to celebrate the champions of the Portuguese football league.
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                [image: A swarm of fireflies along a forest trail]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A long-exposure photo shows a swarm of fireflies on Longgang Trail in Keelung, Taiwan, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: A long-exposure image of people walking in circles around a courtyard while carrying candles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ethiopian Orthodox Christian pilgrims hold candles during a ceremony of the Holy Fire at the Deir Al-Sultan Monastery on the roof of the Holy Sepulchre Church in Jerusalem's Old City on May 4, 2024, on the eve of Orthodox Easter.
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                [image: A performer poses with their hair teased out high and wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gwendoline Christie poses at the Met Gala, an annual fundraiser held for the benefit of the Metropolitan Museum of Art's Costume Institute, in New York City on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a person wearing a shimmering full-body garment]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anok Yai attends the 2024 Met Gala at New York City's Metropolitan Museum of Art, on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of floating solar panels on the surface of a lake in a very flat landscape]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of floating solar panels placed on the surface of a lake in Majiatan Town, Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region of China, on May 6, 2024
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                [image: Many tourists ride lines of camels that zig-zag along trails into a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists ride camels at the Mingsha Mountain and Crescent Spring scenic spot on May 3, 2024, in Dunhuang, Jiuquan City, Gansu province, China.
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                [image: Two people walk on a long hanging pedestrian bridge among trees--the bridge is made of living tree roots and branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Khasi tribal villagers walk across a root bridge in the village of Mawkyrnot, in India's northeastern state of Meghalaya, on May 9, 2024.
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                [image: A drummer performs as a large wicker figure goes up in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drummer performs as the Wicker Man burns during the Celtic fire festival of Beltain in Waterlooville, England, on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Two soldiers stand on shore, looking out toward an explosion on the ocean's surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. troops watch as a Javelin missile hits a target at sea during a counter-landing live-fire exercise as part of U.S.-Philippines joint military exercises on May 6, 2024, in Laoag, Ilocos Norte province, Philippines.
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                [image: A scuba diver swims next to a submerged military tank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A diver swims next to a submerged military vehicle at the Underwater Military Museum, in Aqaba, Jordan, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of a circle of surfers floating in the ocean]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On May 5, 2024, surfers take part in a ceremony to honor one American and two Australian surfers who went missing last week during a surfing trip at San Miguel Beach in Ensenada, Baja California State, Mexico. Three bodies believed to be those of the surfers have bullet wounds to the head, authorities said Sunday.
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                [image: Two women stand silhouetted in front of a very large clock face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Peng Liyuan, the wife of China's President Xi Jinping (right) and Brigitte Macron, the wife of French President Emmanuel Macron, visit the Orsay Museum during the Chinese leader's state visit in Paris on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several firefighters spray water on a fire inside an industrial building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian firefighters work to extinguish a blaze at the site of a Russian drone attack in an industrial facility in Kharkiv on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Three soldiers work together to right a car that lies on its side amid scattered rubble.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian servicemen turn over a damaged car at the scene of a Russian missile attack in Zaporizhzhia, Ukraine, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen young children sit atop piles of belongings in the back of a pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children sit on the back of a truck as Palestinians continue to depart from the eastern neighborhoods of Rafah because of ongoing Israeli attacks in Gaza, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: A vast cemetery filled with gravestones and crypts]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial image shows a view of the expansive Wadi-al-Salam cemetery in Iraq's shrine city of Najaf on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: Many rows of small drones sit on the ground before a drone show.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drones are placed on the ground before a drone light show as part of the 2024 Korea Drone Expo in Incheon on May 9, 2024.
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                [image: A real dog leans in to investigate a robotic dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A police dog from the RAID French national police unit specializing in the search for explosives inspects a Boston Dynamics robot dog in the CMA CGM Tangram innovation center in Marseille, France, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: A young man drives a low hand-built car beside a food cart.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Suleiman Thaer drives a car he made from scrap materials, helping his father with restaurant deliveries, in Mosul, Iraq, on May 4, 2024.
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                A drone view shows vehicles in an area affected by flooding in Encantado, Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: A horse stands in a flooded residential street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A horse walks along a flooded street in Eldorado do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul State, Brazil, on May 9, 2024. Teams raced against the clock Thursday to deliver aid to flood-stricken communities in southern Brazil before the arrival of new storms forecast to batter the region again. Some 400 municipalities have been affected by the worst natural calamity ever to hit the state , with at least 107 people dead and hundreds injured.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Nelson Almeida / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A deer stands in deep grass, showing only its head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer stands in deep grass in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: A rabbit makes its way past tents in a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rabbit makes its way past tents at a pro-Palestinian student protest encampment, demonstrating against Israel's attack on Gaza, outside the Leeds University Union building in Leeds, England, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: People carry statues of the Virgin Mary in a flower-strewn procession.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People carry statues of the Virgin Mary during the 42nd edition of the Flowers and Palm Festival in Panchimalco, El Salvador, on May 5, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Camilo Freedman / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Soldiers shout as they march in formation in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Russian servicemen march during the Victory Day military parade in Moscow, Russia, on May 9, 2024, marking the 79th anniversary of the end of World War II.
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                [image: Dozens of people stand in lines, holding up a very long striped flag on a path beside memorial statues.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants hold a giant St. George's Ribbon at the Savur-Mohyla (Saur-Mogila) memorial, during a ceremony marking the 79th anniversary of the victory over Nazi Germany in World War II, in the Russian-controlled Donetsk region of Ukraine, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: A soccer player jumps while kicking a ball, with a crowd of onlookers in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Manchester City's Erling Braut Haaland in action during a match against the Wolverhampton Wanderers at Etihad Stadium in Manchester, England, on May 4, 2024
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                [image: A performer sings while emerging from a large egg-shaped structure on a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Windows95man of Finland performs the song "No Rules!" during the dress rehearsal for the first semifinal of the Eurovision Song Contest in Malmo, Sweden, on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: People swim and play in the surf along a long beach in Rio de Janeiro.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Beachgoers enjoy the sea at Leme Beach before Madonna's massive free concert to close "The Celebration Tour" at Copacabana Beach on May 4, 2024, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
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                [image: Passengers stand on long wooden rafts linked together as they float down rapids.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rafting tours commence for the year on a river in the Wakayama Prefecture village of Kitayama, Japan, on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: Two people sort through belongings amid storm-destroyed homes and debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Crowder family sorts through and recovers items after their home was struck by a tornado on May 7, 2024, in Barnsdall, Oklahoma. Barnsdall, a small town with a population of approximately 1,000 people, was struck by an EF3 tornado.
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                [image: Ruins of a mountain monastery sit inside a cave in a cliff wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruins of a mountain monastery are seen at the Alicin Geosite in the Kizilcahamam district of Ankara, Turkey, on April 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several people perform at the base of a large burning wicker figure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers perform as the Wicker Man goes up in flames during the Celtic fire festival of Beltain in Waterlooville, England, on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: A person dressed as the Grim Reaper poses for a selfie with a cyclist in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A street performer named Maradona, dressed as the Grim Reaper, poses with a cyclist in Bandung, West Java, on May 4, 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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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 was 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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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




Updated at 5:00 p.m. ET on May 15, 2024

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 military regime 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?"



This article originally misstated who ordered Argentina's invasion of the Falklands. 
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The Horseshoe Theory of Google Search

New generative-AI features are bringing the company back to basics.

by Matteo Wong




Earlier today, Google presented a new vision for its flagship search engine, one that is uniquely tailored to the generative-AI moment. With advanced technology at its disposal, "Google will do the Googling for you," Liz Reid, the company's head of search, declared onstage at the company's annual software conference.



Googling something rarely yields an immediate, definitive answer. You enter a query, confront a wall of blue links, open a zillion tabs, and wade through them to find the most relevant information. If that doesn't work, you refine the search and start again. Now Google is rolling out "AI overviews" that might compile a map of "anniversary worthy" restaurants in Dallas sorted by ambiance (live music, rooftop patios, and the like), comb recipe websites to create meal plans, structure an introduction to an unfamiliar topic, and so on.



The various other generative-AI features shown today--code-writing tools, a new image-generating model, assistants for Google Workspace and Android phones--were buoyed by the usual claims about how AI will be able to automate or assist you with any task. But laced throughout the announcements seemed to be a veiled admission of generative AI's shortcomings: The technology is great at synthesizing and recontextualizing information. It's not the best at giving definitive answers. Perhaps as a result, the company seems to be hoping that generative AI can turn its search bar into a sort of educational aid--a tool to guide your inquiry rather than fully resolving it on its own.



This mission was made explicit in the company's introduction of LearnLM, a suite of AI models that will be integrated into Google Search, the stand-alone Gemini chatbot, and YouTube. You will soon be able to ask Gemini to make a "Simpler" search overview or "Break It Down" into digestible chunks, and to ask questions in the middle of academic YouTube videos such as recorded lectures. AI tools that can teach any subject, or explain any scientific paper, are also in the works. "Generative AI enables you to have an interactive experience with information that allows you to then imbibe it better," Ben Gomes, the senior vice president of learning and the longtime head of search at Google, told me in an interview yesterday.



The obvious, immediate question that LearnLM, and Google's entire suite of AI products, raises is: Why would anybody trust this technology to reliably plan their wedding anniversary, let alone teach their child? Generative AI is infamous for making things up and then authoritatively asserting them as truth. Google's very first generative-AI demo involved such an error, sending the company's stock cratering by 9 percent. Hallucinate, the term used when an AI model invents things, was Dictionary.com's 2023 word of the year. Last month, the tech columnist Geoffrey Fowler pilloried Google's AI-powered-search experiment as a product that "makes up facts, misinterprets questions, delivers out-of-date information and just generally blathers on." Needless to say, an SAT tutor who occasionally hallucinates that the square root of 16 is five will not be an SAT tutor for long.

Read: The tragedy of Google Search

There are, in fairness, a plethora of techniques that Google and other companies use in an attempt to ground AI outputs in established facts. Google and Bing searches that use AI provide long lists of footnotes and links (although these host their own share of scams and unreliable sources). But the search giant's announcements today, and my interview yesterday, suggest that the company is resolving these problems in part by reframing the role of AI altogether. As Gomes told me, generative AI can serve as a "learning companion," a technology that can "stimulate curiosity" rather than deliver one final answer.



The LearnLM models, Gomes said, are being designed to point people to outside sources, so they can get "information from multiple perspectives" and "verify in multiple places that this is exactly what you want." The LearnLM tools can simplify and help explain concepts in a dialogue, but they are not designed to be arbiters of truth. Rather, Gomes wants the AI to push people toward the educators and creators that already exist on the internet. "That's the best way of building trust," he said.

Read: What to do about the junkification of the internet

This strategy extends to the other AI features Google is bringing to search too. The AI overviews, Gomes told me, "rely heavily on pointing you back to web resources for you to be able to verify that the information is correct." Google's three unique advantages over competing products, Reid said at the conference, are its access to real-time information, advanced ranking algorithms, and Gemini. The majority of Google Search's value, in other words, has nothing to do with generative AI; instead, it comes from the information online that Google can already pull up, and which a chatbot can simply translate into a digestible format. Again and again, the conference returned to Gemini's access to the highest-quality real-time information. That's not omniscience; it's the ability to tap into Google's preexisting index of the web.



That's arguably what generative AI is best designed for. These algorithms are trained to find statistical patterns and predict words in a sentence, not discern fact from falsehood. That makes them potentially great at linking unrelated ideas, simplifying concepts, devising mnemonics, or pointing users to other content on the web. Every AI overview is "complete with a range of perspectives and links to dive deeper," Reid said--that is, a better-formatted and more relevant version of the wall of blue links that Google has served for decades.



Generative AI, then, is in some ways providing a return to what Google Search was before the company infused it with product marketing and snippets and sidebars and Wikipedia extracts--all of which have arguably contributed to the degradation of the product. The AI-powered searches that Google executives described didn't seem like going to an oracle so much as a more pleasant version of Google: pulling together the relevant tabs, pointing you to the most useful links, and perhaps even encouraging you to click on them.



Maybe Gemini can help sort through the keyword-stuffed junk that has afflicted the search engine. Certainly, that is the purpose of the educational AI that Gomes told me about. A chatbot, in this more humble form, will streamline but not upend the work of searching, and in turn learning.
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This Is the Next Smartphone Evolution

OpenAI just killed Siri.

by Matteo Wong




Earlier today, OpenAI announced its newest product: GPT-4o, a faster, cheaper, more powerful version of its most advanced large language model, and one that the company has deliberately positioned as the next step in "natural human-computer interaction." Running on an iPhone in what was purportedly a live demo, the program appeared able to tell a bedtime story with dramatic intonation, understand what it was "seeing" through the device's camera, and interpret a conversation between Italian and English speakers. The model--which was powering an updated version of the ChatGPT app--even exhibited something like emotion: Shown the sentence I [?] ChatGPT handwritten on a page, it responded, "That's so sweet of you!"



Although such features are not exactly new to generative AI, seeing them bundled into a single app on an iPhone was striking. Watching the presentation, I felt that I was witnessing the murder of Siri, along with that entire generation of smartphone voice assistants, at the hands of a company most people had not heard of just two years ago.



Apple markets its maligned iPhone voice assistant as a way to "do it all even when your hands are full." But Siri functions, at its best, like a directory for the rest of your phone: It doesn't respond to questions so much as offer to search the web for answers; it doesn't translate so much as offer to open the Translate app. And much of the time, Siri can't even pick up what you're saying properly, let alone watch someone solve a math problem through the phone camera and provide real-time assistance, as ChatGPT did earlier today.



Just as chatbots have promised to condense the internet into a single program, generative AI now promises to condense all of a smartphone's functions into a single app, and to add a whole host of new ones: Text friends, draft emails, learn what the name of that beautiful flower is, call an Uber and talk to the driver in their native language, without touching a screen. Whether that future comes to pass is far from certain. Demos happen in controlled environments and are not immediately verifiable. OpenAI's was certainly not without its stumbles, including choppy audio and small miscues. We don't know yet to what extent familiar generative-AI problems, such as the confident presentation of false information and difficulty in understanding accented speech, may emerge once the app is rolled out to the public over the coming weeks. But at the very least, to call Siri or Google Assistant "assistants" is, by comparison, insulting.



The major smartphone makers seem to recognize this. Apple, notoriously late to the AI rush, is reportedly deep in talks with OpenAI to incorporate ChatGPT features into an upcoming iPhone software update. The company has also reportedly held talks with Google to consider licensing Gemini, the search giant's flagship AI product, to the iPhone. Samsung has already brought Gemini to its newest devices, and Google tailored its latest smartphone, the Pixel 8 Pro, specifically to run Gemini. Chinese smartphone makers, meanwhile, are racing their American counterparts to put generative AI on their devices.



Today's demo was a likely death blow not only to Siri but also to a wave of AI start-ups promising a less phone-centric vision of the future. A company named Humane produces an AI pin that is worn on a user's clothing and responds to spoken questions; it has been pummeled by reviewers for offering an inconsistent and glitchy experience. Rabbit's R1 is a small handheld box that my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce likened to a broken toy.



Read: I witnessed the future of AI, and it's a broken toy



These gadgets, and others that may be on the horizon, face inevitable hurdles: compressing a decent camera, a good microphone, and a powerful microprocessor into a tiny box, making sure that box is light and stylish, and persuading people to carry yet another device on their body. Apple and Android devices, by comparison, are efficient and beautiful pieces of hardware already ubiquitous in contemporary life. I can't think of anybody who, forced to choose between their iPhone and a new AI pin, wouldn't jettison the pin--especially when smartphones are already perfectly positioned to run generative-AI programs.



Each year, Apple, Samsung, Google, and others roll out a handful of new phones offering better cameras and more powerful computer chips in thinner bodies. This cycle isn't ending anytime soon--even if it's gotten boring--but now the most exciting upgrades clearly aren't happening in physical space. What really matters is software.



The iPhone was revolutionary not just because it combined a screen, a microphone, and a camera. Allowing people to take photos, listen to music, browse the web, text family members, play games--and now edit videos, write essays, make digital art, translate signs in foreign languages, and more--was the result of a software package that puts its screen, microphone, and camera to the best use. And the American tech industry is in the midst of a centi-billion-dollar bet that generative AI will soon be the only software worth having.
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America's Worst Time Zone

Where the clocks are off in both directions

by Ian Bogost




I get meeting times wrong all the time. I mean to schedule an hour earlier or an hour later, but then I get mixed up. The problem is, I always have to compensate for where I am, which is in the city of St. Louis, Missouri. Greetings from the lonely, dismal heart of central standard: a land before time and, also, a land after it.

To those of you who work and live in a proper, respectable time zone such as eastern or Pacific, the full extent of my shame will be difficult to fathom. "Oh, yeah, I'm in central time, actually," I say, as if acknowledging a terrible skin condition or an inconvenient food allergy. Everyone is polite, of course. "Ah, okay, got it," they reply, as we all scramble to adjust our calendars. This is not respect. It is pity.

I moved here from eastern, which is the nation's anchor time zone. I say that not because of its affiliation with New York City or Washington, D.C., but because almost half the U.S. population holds to its authority. Boston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Atlanta are on eastern time, along with almost all of Florida and Michigan, the whole of Ohio, and other less notable places made more notable simply by their participation in the most normal time in America.

Eastern time starts the day; it sets the pace for the nation. The stock market opens on Wall Street, corporate lawyers file into Back Bay offices, spoons swirl cafe cubanos in Miami. It's morning again in America. On the other coast, where it's three hours earlier, nobody cares. Such is the glory of the Pacific time zone, which houses a smaller sliver of the country's population--just 16 percent or so. Some West Coasters--surfers, almond farmers, theme-park vendors--may be up during the eastern a.m. hours, though not because investment bankers or media professionals compel them. But the whole Atlantic Seaboard morning has elapsed by the time that most Pacific-time professionals have stumbled to the office, smoothies in hand. They will always be behind, no matter what they do. This is not a disadvantage; it's a lifestyle.

Read: China only has one time zone--and that's a problem

The mountain time zone is in some ways central's partner. Its residents share our temporal confusion, living earlier than most Americans but later than some others. But the region's sparseness spares it more embarrassment. The mountain zone is mostly empty space: Wyoming, Montana, New Mexico. Only 6 percent of the nation lives there, and almost one-third of those people are confined to Arizona, a state that doesn't observe daylight saving time and thus LARPs as California for half the year. And unlike central time, mountain time gets to have a name that evokes thin, clear air and rugged individualism.

Here in central, we get nothing. Our name isn't bad, but it isn't cool. It's just ... middling. A center forms a foundation, but it can never be exceptional. Such is the fate of the average people who get averaged out within our time zone's borders. Central time afflicts St. Louis but also Dallas, Houston, Chicago, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, Memphis, and New Orleans; in all, its victims live in the whole or parts of 20 states. We're stuck together in this in-between, always just a little bit too early and a fair amount too late, our heads turning back and forth toward our betters on the coasts.

This isn't just another form of grousing about being overlooked. Flyover country's cultural and economic woes, or its benefits, are separate from the indignities of central time. Nobody needs to visit you in Tulsa or Little Rock to coordinate a call or set a deadline. But plenty of the people living here are obligated by professional or personal ties to connect with the many others who might crisscross the skies above our homes. This creates a special and profound malaise.

Millions of us live this way, caught between morning and afternoon. We do mathematics. When should we meet? Let me think, I'm two hours ahead of you, and so-and-so is one more ahead of me, so N your time is N+3 theirs, which makes me N+3-1. So-and-so's day already started in Manhattan, and I'm behind; it feels more like I'm arriving late than living on a different clock. Okay, now I'm free, but it's still too early for you guys in Santa Cruz.

Coordination is accommodation. To coordinate in space, one makes room--a seat at the table. To coordinate in time, one clears calendars. Everyone, no matter their time zone, performs some version of this daily work. But in central time, that work feels, well, central to our lives. We can never be on time, not really, because our time is not our own. It's always someone else's: two hours ahead, an hour behind, today, tomorrow, and forever.
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The Future of Electric Cars Hinges on a Dongle

A free charging adapter can help alleviate one of the biggest problems holding back EVs.

by Abigail Bassett




Take a road trip in an electric car, and you'll quickly realize that gas stations are incredible. Nothing in the world of EVs is as fast and easy as checking highway signs for the nearest Shell or BP, filling up your tank in just a few minutes, and getting on with your day. It's not just that chargers are still hard to find. They can be dreadfully slow, adding as little as 25 miles of battery life every hour. Plenty of faster ones exist, yes, but there is no guarantee that they will work. A long-distance drive in an EV still requires a lot of planning and a lot of luck.

But if you drive a Tesla, the experience is better. The company's Superchargers are speedy--adding up to 200 miles of charge in just 15 minutes--and simple to use. Set up an account with Tesla and charging initiates automatically after plugging in. There's no fumbling with screens or swiping a credit card. Superchargers consistently clock in as the most reliable EV chargers in the U.S.

Even though Tesla Superchargers make up nearly three-quarters of America's fast chargers, most non-Tesla EV drivers have had to look for a plug elsewhere. That's because Tesla's cars use their own proprietary charging port, similar to how the Lightning Connector is only for Apple products. But in recent months, Tesla has opened up its Superchargers to cars from Ford and Rivian. With a brick-size charging adapter, drivers can plug into more chargers than ever before, alleviating one of the biggest challenges to owning an EV. Many more automakers may soon get Supercharger access and adapters, but that has gotten complicated by Tesla's shocking and sudden decision to fire its entire Supercharger team last week. So much about the adoption of electric vehicles in America now hangs on a dongle.



Tesla isn't opening up its Superchargers out of the goodness of Elon Musk's heart. In 2021, Tesla's charging port seemed doomed: To encourage standardization, the federal government had decided to subsidize charging stations with the Combined Charging System (CCS) connector used by other automakers. The company responded by open-sourcing its connector--which it renamed the North American Charging Standard, or NACS for short--and struck a deal with the government to make its chargers accessible to other automakers. Since then, nearly every major automaker has announced that they'll build the NACS port into future vehicles, including Ford, Rivian, GM, Volkswagen, Hyundai, Kia, Volvo, BMW, Nissan, and Jeep. (That's not even the full list.) Tesla's North American Charging Standard has functionally become exactly that: the new charging standard for America's EVs. Tesla has received billions of dollars in federal funding to rapidly build more Superchargers--promising to double the number by the end of the year--and could bring in billions more from Supercharger fees.



Although the first non-Tesla cars with the NACS port won't come out until next year or later, adapters are the linchpins that give most of the EVs already on the road access to the Supercharger revolution. Currently made by Tesla directly, these dongles are more complicated than the converters you've used with your phone or other devices. They have to safely handle kilowatts of power while not overheating, work in extreme weather, and perhaps most important of all, coordinate the software "handshake" between the vehicle and Tesla chargers. That last element requires an exchange of information among Tesla, other carmakers, the electric grid, and the consumer--allowing for seamless charging and billing.

Because of the intricacies of this software handshake, Tesla is expanding Supercharger access to other carmakers one at a time; Ford was first, in late February, and then Rivian followed in March. Although both of these companies are letting customers reserve a dongle for free, at least temporarily, the dongles are so sought-after that the supply has struggled to keep up. Ford declined to give specifics on demand for its dongle, but a spokesperson for Rivian told me that it has seen an opt-in rate above 90 percent for the free adapters. However, the company wouldn't share specifics on how many adapters it has shipped.



The adapters, like any technology, are not perfect: Software glitches have led some drivers to get the dreaded "red ring of death," and non-Tesla cars might not necessarily be able to charge as quickly. But mostly the dongles are working as promised. Once non-Tesla owners receive the updated software in their cars, they can attach the dongle to the Supercharger cable, plug it in, and voila. For that reason, other carmakers are eager to follow Ford and Rivian and offer adapters later this year, or early next.



The promise of these adapters is undeniable: One of the biggest things holding EVs back is charging anxiety, Jeremy Michalek, an EV expert at Carnegie Mellon University, told me. Many new EVs can now go 300 miles or more on a single charge--more than sufficient for daily or even weekly driving--but the public chargers are still nowhere near good enough. An adapter "takes away one of the big logistical problems with trying to figure out where to charge," he said, simply because it opens up the chargers that already exist. Adaptors could also help boost EV sales at a time when they have stagnated, reassuring Americans that they can make that five-hour road trip to see relatives without running out of battery power along the way.

Read: The one thing holding back electric vehicles in America

Like anything with Tesla, however, it's not nearly that simple. NACS adoption has gone from a success story for electric cars to a monkey wrench in the EV future. Last week, Musk laid off Tesla's 500-person Supercharger team, a baffling, inexplicable move considering how central charging has become to the company. On his social platform, X, Musk posted that Tesla will grow the Supercharger network "at a slower pace." Ford and Rivian reportedly are now in the dark, having lost their main contacts at the company. The layoffs might already be slowing down the dongles: Unhappy Ford-EV owners have taken to Reddit to discuss delays in adapter delivery, as first reported by The Verge. Tesla did not respond to a request for comment.

The rollout of these adapters is poised to be an early test of how much Tesla is willing to continue to invest in charging at all. At worst, the layoffs suggest that now that Tesla has won the charging-plug wars, Musk is abandoning the mission as he seeks to pivot the company around AI. "Cutting all of the Supercharger staff means that Tesla won't have anyone left to develop the software updates and ensure interoperability with non-Tesla vehicles," Sam Abuelsamid, the principal e-mobility research analyst at Guidehouse Insights, told me. "Over time, it may lead to reduced reliability of the existing chargers and adapters."



There is no going back from NACS. Regardless of what Tesla does with its charging network, the connector has been standardized so that any charging company, such as Electrify America and ChargePoint, can use it in its own stations. And unlike other connectors, NACS supports the same voltage as the street lights and utility poles all over the country. This is already in practice in European cities such as Amsterdam, London, and Paris, where you can plug your EV into lamp-post charging ports. In the U.S., such chargers would make EV ownership more accessible for people who live in apartment buildings, and can't reliably charge overnight in private garages.



In the long run, the transition to the NACS standard could also help make EVs more affordable--still the biggest barrier to widespread EV adoption. "If we can get consumers comfortable with the idea that there's charging everywhere," Abuelsamid said, "automakers can start to build EVs with smaller batteries"--which would mean cheaper electric cars.



But that is still well into the future. For now, every gas-burning car purchased could spew planet-warming emissions for the next decade-plus. While the country works to turn its 10,000 fast-charging stations into a more expansive network that could replace 150,000 gas stations, dongles are a key step along the way. If Tesla's layoffs materially slow the rollout of these adapters and the future of electrification, no one wins.
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The End of the 'Photoshop Fail'

Adobe's app was once synonymous with fake images online. Then came generative AI.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




In 2017, Rihanna posted a photo of herself on Instagram in which she appeared to have an extra thumb. It was, in retrospect, the thumb-shaped canary in the coal mine. Although far from the first celebrity "Photoshop fail," it just so happened to predict the era of faux-finger drama we now live in: AI image generators are universally, horrifically bad at rendering human hands. Today, an extra finger is a telltale sign of digital manipulation.



Flaws aside, faking it has never been easier. Advances in generative AI mean that anyone can spin up a faux picture of the pope wearing a chic white puffer, no design skills required. New AI image creators such as Midjourney and Stable Diffusion use sophisticated technology to let users conjure entire worlds from just a few words. Instagram is rolling out AI-editing features; with a couple of taps, an everyday user can place their dog at the foot of the Eiffel Tower. We are living in the world Adobe Photoshop first teased 34 years ago--but it is no longer defined by the enterprise software.



Yet there is a reason Photoshop is the Kleenex of photo manipulation, the rare piece of software so powerful that it became a verb. To Google is to search, and to Photoshop is to sneakily slim a waistline, or to make it seem like something happened that didn't. The software has been blamed for all kinds of societal ills, such as spreading misinformation and reinforcing unattainable body standards. Our entire modern cultural understanding of photographic trickery is closely entwined with the history of this application. It should be uniquely well suited for this moment.

Read: AI is about to Photoshop your memories

From the get-go, Photoshop had ties to unreality. The software was developed in the late 1980s by a pair of brothers, one of whom worked in Hollywood special effects. In early demonstrations, one of the co-creators, John Knoll, would pull up a picture of his then-girlfriend sitting topless in the sand in Bora Bora, looking out over perfect blue waters. He'd select and clone her, creating a second topless woman. When it formally launched in 1990 after being acquired by Adobe, Photoshop quickly differentiated itself from previous photo-editing software. As Walter Scheirer recounts in his book A History of Fake Things on the Internet, the key innovation was that it allowed creatives to make and share "plug-ins" to augment the software, such as Aldus Gallery Effects, a popular set that came with tools including "Splatter" and "Neon Glow." These helped foster an online community around the software.



Photoshop grew alongside the rise of the consumer internet; people traded presets and add-ons on sites such as DeviantArt. Digital photography was becoming more and more popular, and a cheaper version of the software, Photoshop Elements, offered the average consumer the ability to tweak their digital photos. In the early 2000s, publications began using Photoshop as a verb; by 2008, usage was so widespread that Merriam-Webster had added the word to its dictionary. At this point, Photoshop was at the apex of its cultural power: It popped up in discussions of misinformation and cultural conversations about whether the technology had gone too far. The blog Photoshop Disasters documented hundreds of hiccups among celebrities and advertisements. "Indeed, in a world where so many images of the beautiful and famous are enhanced, ordinary people sometimes believe they need to prettify pictures of themselves just to keep pace," Alex Williams wrote in The New York Times in 2008.



In the 2010s, smartphones and social media moved photo editing onto apps such as Instagram and later, Facetune. Many professionals continue to use Photoshop, and Adobe still makes a ton of money, but the application is less central in our culture: People have a lot of competing options on their smartphones. Adobe, meanwhile, has continued to innovate. Long before today's generative AI, Photoshop introduced algorithmic functions that transformed the work of image editing: "Content-Aware" features, for example, react to what is depicted in an image, allowing a user to, say, seamlessly remove a person from a scenic forest view or add additional fluffy cumuli to a cloudy sky.



Photoshop was well positioned for the AI arms race, though it lagged behind image-generation tools such as DALL-E. By the time ChatGPT snapped the world to attention, Adobe was already moving toward putting smaller generative-AI-image features into its products. After that, the company seemed to pick up the pace: The next spring, it launched a full text-to-image model, Firefly, in beta form.

Read: Kate Middleton and the end of shared reality

When I asked Ashley Still, the senior vice president and general manager of the Creative Product Group at Adobe, about whether Photoshop is threatened in this new age of fake imagery, she told me "not at all," and that the program has been consistently growing. Subscriptions, she said, were up 30 percent last year. "What's happening is, more and more images are being created--more and more people are being creative. And that increases the market for us, too," she explained. (When asked, representatives for the company did not provide revenue numbers for Photoshop specifically, instead directing me to Adobe's overall earnings, which are at a record high.)



The company has tried to be "thoughtful about how generative AI can help creatives and make their work more productive," Still told me. Indeed, the company's previous algorithmic features saved people a lot of time. ("No one is proselytizing about the dangers of the content-aware tool, when it's essentially the same technology," Jordan Wannemacher, a freelance graphic designer, told me.) Whereas other image generators have been drawn into copyright lawsuits, Adobe advertises Firefly as safe for commercial use.



And there's the challenge: Photoshop, the most professionalized fake-image program, now has to walk a middle path. It needs to offer generative-AI tools to stay cutting-edge, but it also cannot risk alienating its clientele by taking off the guardrails. Adobe is a technology company that serves artists, and in the art world, AI is deeply polarizing.



Still, people have always manipulated photos and created outright fakes, even long before the age of personal computers. "We're sort of always yearning for authenticity, and it's sort of also forever eluding us in some ways," Michael Serazio, the author of The Authenticity Industries: Keeping It "Real" in Media, Culture, and Politics, told me. For the first generation of internet users, Photoshop was the primary battlefield for debates around fake imagery. Now AI is the focus of our anxieties. Surely there will be another thumb-related celebrity scandal in the future--but this time, it will almost certainly be the fault of a bot.
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Watch Apple Trash-Compact Human Culture

What was the company thinking?

by Damon Beres, Charlie Warzel




Updated at 6:25 p.m. ET on May 9, 2024

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. (Since this story was published, Apple has apologized for the commercial and will no longer run it on TV, according to Ad Age.) 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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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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A Strange Week in Politics

"It's extraordinary how much politics have been warped in the Trump era."

by The Editors




This week, a range of political headlines continue to raise questions about the looming presidential election. The adult-film star Stormy Daniels took the stand in the third week of former President Donald Trump's hush-money trial. The prolonged developments in Trump's trial have prompted some Republicans, including Speaker Mike Johnson, to consider the possibility of a sitting president facing an open indictment.

Meanwhile, Governor Kristi Noem, rumored to be a potential vice-presidential candidate for Trump, has abruptly ended the book tour for her memoir, No Going Back, published this month. Noem has faced a series of bruising interviews since the book's release, especially regarding passages about the killing of her 14-month-old dog and a claim that she met the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un. Debate over Trump's choice for vice president remains open, with names such as Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio and Senator Tim Scott of South Carolina still in the ring.

On the campaign trail, both President Joe Biden and Trump are contending with what a viable third-party candidate could mean for their chances this November. At the center of these discussions is the presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--who also reportedly confirmed that a dead worm was found in his brain more than a decade ago--and whether his impact in swing states like Michigan could chip away at Biden's bid for reelection.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic and moderator, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent for The New York Times; Elaina Plott Calabro, a staff writer for The Atlantic; Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent for ABC News; and Vivian Salama, a national politics reporter for The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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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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The Fad Diet to End All Fad Diets

There isn't much evidence that intermittent fasting leads to lasting weight loss. Why is it still so popular?

by Yasmin Tayag




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


In 2012, the BBC aired a documentary that pushed diet culture to a new extreme. For Eat, Fast, and Live Longer, the British journalist Michael Mosley experimented with eating normally for five days each week and then dramatically less for two, usually having only breakfast. After five weeks, he'd lost more than 14 pounds, and his cholesterol and blood-sugar levels had significantly improved. The documentary, and the international best-selling book that followed, set the stage for the next great fad diet: intermittent fasting.

Intermittent fasting has become far more than just a fad, like the Atkins and grapefruit diets before it. The diet remains popular more than a decade later: By one count, 12 percent of Americans practiced it last year. Intermittent fasting has piqued the interest of Silicon Valley bros, college kids, and older people alike, and for reasons that go beyond weight loss: The diet is used to help control blood sugar and is held up as a productivity hack because of its purported effects on cognitive performance, energy levels, and mood.



But it still isn't clear whether intermittent fasting leads to lasting weight loss, let alone any of the other supposed benefits. What sets apart intermittent fasting from other diets is not the evidence, but its grueling nature--requiring people to forgo eating for many hours. Fasting "seems so extreme that it's got to work," Janet Chrzan, a nutritional anthropologist at the University of Pennsylvania and a co-author of Anxious Eaters: Why We Fall for Fad Diets, told me. Perhaps the regime persists not in spite of its difficulty, but because of it.

Read: What billionaires' fasting diets mean for the rest of us

Intermittent fasting comes in lots of different forms, which vary in their intensity. The "5:2" version popularized by Mosley involves eating normally for five days a week and consuming only about 600 calories for two. Another popular regime called "16/8" restricts eating to an eight-hour window each day. One of the most extreme is a form of alternate-day fasting that entails full abstinence every other day. Regardless of its specific flavor, intermittent fasting has some clear upsides compared with other fad diets, such as Atkins, Keto, and Whole 30. Rather than a byzantine set of instructions--eat these foods; avoid those--it comes with few rules, and sometimes just one: Don't eat at this time. Diets can be expensive, yet intermittent fasting costs nothing and requires no special foods or supplements.



Conventional fad diets are hard because constantly making healthy food choices to lose weight is "almost impossible," Evan Forman, a psychology professor at Drexel University who specializes in health behavior, told me. That's why intermittent fasting, which removes the pressure to make decisions about what to eat, can "actually be reasonably successful," he said. Indeed, some studies show that intermittent fasting can lead to weight loss after several months, with comparable results to a calorie-counting diet.



But lots of diets lead to short-term success; people tend to gain back the weight they lost. Studies on intermittent fasting tend to last only a few months. Yet in a recent one, which tracked patients over six years, intermittent fasting wasn't linked with lasting weight loss.



Whether other benefits can be attributed to fasting remains unclear. Assertions that it might improve insulin sensitivity, obesity, cardiovascular health, Alzheimer's, and Parkinson's disease are largely based on preclinical and animal studies, according to a 2019 review in The New England Journal of Medicine. Although its authors argue that fasting is broadly favorable, they concluded that whether people who fast over a span of years can ever accrue the health benefits seen in animals remains to be determined.



Incomplete evidence is typical for dieting fads, which tend to come and go pretty quickly in a way that intermittent fasting hasn't. (Does anyone remember the Special K and Zone diets? Exactly.) What really sets the practice apart is how hard it is. Skipping meals can send a person into a tailspin; willfully avoiding food for hours or even days on end can feel like torture. The gnawing hunger, crankiness, and reduced concentration associated with fasting usually takes at least a month to dissipate.



That may be why intermittent fasting is hard for America to shake. When it comes to diets, "the more extreme they are, the more they are perceived to be extremely efficacious," Chrzan said. The self-discipline required to persevere through a fast is commonly glorified. Abstaining from food for 36 hours, a particularly intense form of the diet, is known as the "monk fast"; one intermittent-fasting app is called Hero.



That pushing your body to the limit has benefits isn't a new idea. In 1900, the American physician Edward Hooker Dewey published The No Breakfast Plan and the Fasting-Cure, which promoted fasting as a virtuous act that could remedy physical and mental ailments. The extreme self-sacrifice and resulting moral fortitude that fasting wrought, Dewey believed, would turn people into "better, stronger men and women." Even before that, there was the era of "heroic medicine," which held that a treatment had to match the severity of the illness. That's how you get bloodletting, purging, and leeching. Such a harsh approach to health is still a part of "how we think about medicine," Chrzan said. "It has to be hard, because perfecting the self is a worthy goal."



To that end, more research into intermittent fasting may not matter much for its popularity. In fact, some adherents of the diet don't seem to care about the mixed evidence, Kima Cargill, a clinical-psychology professor at the University of Washington at Tacoma and the other co-author of Anxious Eaters, told me. Consciously or not, maybe the point of intermittent fasting isn't health, but something else entirely. Maybe dieters see results, or maybe they don't. In either case, surviving a period of fasting is a test of fortitude, proof that the mind can overcome the body. "It's not all about deprivation," Forman said. "Part of it is about this chase for optimization"--a kind of bodily transcendence. According to Cargill, fasting gives people a way "to feel structured and contained." If these are the unspoken reasons people practice intermittent fasting, it's no wonder that the diet has proved to be so much more than a fad.



When you consider the food environment that Americans have to contend with, the appeal of a program as drastic as intermittent fasting makes sense. Amid a glut of ultra-processed options, constant invitations to snack, and general bewilderment about what anyone is actually supposed to eat, "people feel so out of control about their diet that extreme ideas just have a lot more traction," Chrzan said. Intermittent fasting offers a simple rule to eat by--and a means to rise above the chaos.
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Did Something Happen to Our Necks?

You just don't see foam collars anymore.

by Daniel Engber




It used to be that whenever someone on TV or in a movie fell off the roof or had a skiing mishap or got into any sort of auto accident, the odds were pretty good that they'd end up in a neck brace. You know what I mean: a circlet of beige foam, or else a rigid ring of plastic, spanning from an actor's chin down to their sternum. Jack Lemmon wore a neck brace for a part. So did Jerry Seinfeld, Julia Roberts, and Bill Murray. For many decades, this was pop culture's universal symbol for I've hurt myself.



Now it's not. People on TV and in the movies no longer seem to suffer like they used to, which is to say they no longer suffer cervically. Plastic braces do still crop up from time to time on-screen, but their use in sight gags is as good as dead. In the meantime, the soft-foam collar--which has always been the brace's most recognizable form--has been retired. I don't just mean that it's been evicted from the props department; the collar has been set aside in clinics too. At some point in the past few decades, a device that once stood in for trauma and recovery was added to a list of bygone treatments, alongside leeches and the iron lung. Simply put, the collar vanished. Where'd it go?



The story naturally begins in doctors' offices, where a new form of injury--"whiplash"--started to emerge amid the growing car culture of the 1940s and the early '50s. "It is not difficult for anyone who travels on a highway to realize why the 'painful neck' is being produced daily in large numbers," two Pennsylvania doctors wrote in 1955. Following a rear-end collision, a driver's body will be thrown forward and upward, they explained. The driver's neck will flex in both directions, "like a car radio aerial."



The damage from this jerking to and fro could not necessarily be seen in any medical scan. It was understood to be more of a sprain than a fracture, causing pain and stiffness in the neck that might spread into the shoulder. Many patients found these problems faded quickly, but for some of them--maybe even half--the discomfort lingered. Whiplash in its graver forms led to dizzy spells, sensory disturbances, and cognitive decline (all of which are also signs of mild traumatic brain injuries). And it could leave its victims in a lasting state of disability--chronic whiplash, doctors called it--characterized by fatigue, memory problems, and headaches.

Read: Chronic whiplash is a mystery

From the start, standard whiplash treatment would include the wearing of a soft appliance: a foam collar to support the patient's head and stifle excess movement. But the underlying problem had a squishiness about it too. If the damage to the neck was invisible to imaging, how was it causing so much misery? Some doctors guessed that the deeper, more persistent wounds of whiplash might be psychic. A paper on the problem published in 1953, in the Journal of the American Medical Association, suggested that the chronic form of whiplash might best be understood as neurosis--a "disturbing emotional reaction" to an accident that produces lasting ailments. These early whiplash doctors didn't claim that their patients were malingering; rather, they argued that the underlying source of anguish was diverse. It might comprise, in various proportions, damage to the ligaments and muscles, brain concussion, and psychology. Doctors worried that these different etiologies were hard to tease apart, especially in a legal context, when "the complicating factor of monetary compensation," as one study put it, was in play. (These uncertainties persist, in one form or another, to this day.)



A clinical unease colored how the neck brace would be seen and understood by members of the public. For about as long as it was used for treating whiplash, the collar held opposing meanings: Someone had an injury, and also that injury was fake. In The Fortune Cookie, the Billy Wilder comedy from 1966, a cameraman (played by Lemmon) gets knocked over at a football game and then persuaded by his sleazy lawyer--a guy called "Whiplash Willie"--to pretend he's gravely hurt. They're planning to defraud the big insurance companies, and Lemmon's plastic neck brace will be central to the act.



Indeed, the stock setting for the collar, soft and hard alike, has always been the courtroom. When Carol Brady finds herself before a judge in an episode of The Brady Bunch from 1972, the "victim" of her fender bender, Mr. Duggan, hobbles into court with an ostentatious you-know-what. "A neck brace--do you believe that?" she asks. Of course you don't; that's the point. Mr. Duggan tells the judge that he's just come from the doctor's office, and that he has whiplash. (He puts the stress on the word's second syllable: whipLASH. The condition was still new enough, back then, that its pronunciation hadn't fully settled.)

Read: No one in movies knows how to swallow a pill

Concerns about unfounded civil suits multiplied in the '70s and '80s, thanks in part to what the law professor Marc Galanter would later term the "elite folklore" of seemingly outrageous legal claims, stripped of context and diffused throughout the culture by mass media. There was the woman who said she'd lost her psychic powers after getting a CT scan, the worker at a convenience store who complained that she'd hurt her back while opening a pickle jar, the senior citizen who sued McDonald's after spilling coffee in her lap. And then of course there was the granddaddy of them all: the whiplash faker in a neck brace--the Mr. Duggan type, familiar from the screen.



Car-insurance premiums were going up and companies were pointing to exaggerated whiplash claims from drivers whose "soft injuries" could not be verified objectively. Financial motives did appear to be in play for certain plaintiffs: In Saskatchewan, where a no-fault system of insurance had been introduced and most lawsuits for pain and suffering were eliminated, the number of whiplash-based insurance claims appeared to drop. (Similar correlations have been observed in other countries too.) In the early 1990s, the New Jersey Insurance Department even staged a series of minor accidents involving buses wired up with hidden cameras--they'd be rear-ended by a slowly moving car--to test the prevalence of fraud. The department's investigators found that Whiplash Willie-style lawyers quickly swooped on passengers to cajole them into making claims of damage to their neck and back.



By this time, the neck brace's mere appearance in a movie or TV show would be enough to generate a laugh. It just seemed so silly and so fake! In the courtroom, insurance companies and other businesses grew less inclined to settle whiplash cases, Valerie Hans, a psychologist and law professor at Cornell, told me. Instead they'd try their luck, and mostly find success, in jury trials. To find out why, Hans and a colleague did a formal survey of potential jurors' attitudes about such injuries in 1999, and found that the presence of a neck brace on a plaintiff might only make them more suspicious. Fewer than one-third believed that whiplash injuries were "usually" or "always" legitimate.

Read: Whatever happened to carpal tunnel syndrome?

If the soft neck brace was already well established as a joke on television and a liability in court, the medical establishment soon turned against it too. A series of randomized controlled trials of whiplash treatments, conducted in the 1990s and 2000s, all arrived at the same conclusion: Usage of the soft foam collar was "ineffective at best," as one evidence review from 2010 described it. At worst, it could be doing harm by preventing patients from engaging in the mobility and exercise programs that seemed more beneficial.



A broader shift away from telling patients to keep still, and toward assigning active interventions, was under way in medicine. Bed rest and other forms of immobilization were falling out of favor in the treatment of back injuries, for example. Concussion doctors, too, began to wonder whether the standard guidance for patients to do nothing was really such a good idea. (The evidence suggested otherwise.) And uncertainty was even spreading to the other kinds of cervical orthoses, such as the stiff devices made of foam and plastic called trauma collars, which remain in widespread use by EMTs. These are meant to immobilize a patient's neck, to help ensure that any damage to their upper spine will not be worsened. But their rationale was being questioned too.



In 2014, a team of doctors based in Norway, led by the neurosurgeon Terje Sundstrom, published a "critical review" of trauma-collar use. "For many years, the cervical collar was the symbol of good health care, or good pre-hospital care," Sundstrom told me. "If the patient wasn't fitted with one, then you didn't know what you were doing." But he described the evidence of their benefits as "very poor." His paper notes that at least 50 patients have their necks immobilized for every one that has a major spinal injury. Trauma collars can interfere with patients' breathing, according to some research, and their use has been associated with patients' potential overtreatment. They're also quite uncomfortable, which may agitate some patients, who could then make just the sorts of movements that the EMTs are, in theory, trying to prevent.



In short, despite trauma collars' near-universal use since the 1960s, no one really knows how much they help, or whether they might even hurt. Sundstrom said that his own health-care system gave up on using trauma collars a dozen years ago, and has yet to see a single injury as a result. Official guidelines for the emergency use of cervical braces have lately been revisited in a small handful of countries, but Sundstrom does not expect major changes to take hold. "I don't think there will ever be really good studies for or against collars like this," he said, in part because cervical spinal injuries are very, very rare. For the same reason, we may never even know for sure whether collars are appropriate for patients whose cervical fractures have been confirmed in the hospital. "There hasn't really been any interest in this research topic either," he told me. Instead, doctors just rely on common sense about which interventions are likely to be helpful.



So the use of rigid trauma collars is likely to persist regardless of uncertainty. In health care, that's more the norm than the exception. Research is difficult, the human body is complex, and tradition rules the day. Lots of standard interventions, maybe even most of them, aren't fully known to do much good. Viewed against this backdrop, the soft foam collar--rarely useful, always doubted, often mocked--may finally have flipped its meaning. For years it stood for fakery and false impressions and also, ironically, for a lack of proper evidence in medicine--for a failure of support. Now it may signify the opposite. By disappearing from the movies, the courtroom, and the clinic, this form of neck brace has become a rare example of a lesson duly learned. It shows that science can correct itself, every now and then. It shows that progress may be slow, but it is real.
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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.

7

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."





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/06/ozempic-obesity-epidemic-weight-loss-debate/678211/?utm_source=feed
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Should the Hawthorn Be Saved?

These trees once proliferated wildly across eastern North America, but now they're dying out.

by Robert Langellier


Ronald Lance recalls the lost biodiversity of hawthorn trees at Doggett Gap, near Asheville, North Carolina. (Courtesy of Robert Langellier)



The last time Ron Lance had visited Doggett Gap in western North Carolina, he photographed one of the premier sites for hawthorn trees in the American Southeast. Thousands of white blossoms speckled the hillside, with North Carolina's Newfound Mountains stretching to the horizon. Last summer, he visited again for the first time in 25 years. All that was left was a field of fescue grass. Only a couple dozen hawthorns remained.

Lance is a caretaker of a nature preserve in North Carolina and an expert on hawthorn trees. (The species Crataegus lancei is named after him.) And for years now, he's been chronicling their mysterious decline in the eastern half of the United States. A century ago, the trees were all over the eastern landscape. Now finding one anywhere is hard. One Missouri botanist, Justin Thomas, told me they were functionally extinct in his region.

"It's gotten to the point where I don't want to see these old places anymore that used to have a lot of hawthorns," Lance told me. Much of his life's work is disappearing before his eyes. At the same time, he has made a startling assessment of the former abundance and variation of hawthorns: "I think it might be considered unnatural to begin with," he told me.

Until the 1890s, hawthorn trees were believed to be a simple taxonomic group, known to science as Crataegus. North America had 10 recognized species. Suddenly, from 1895 to 1910, the number of species exploded, and finding new hawthorns became a competitive sport. In 15 years, a handful of competing "Crataegophiles" identified almost 1,000 new hawthorn species--a rate of species naming that is almost unmatched in biology.

Out of those 1,000, many were the same species being named differently by botanists working independently. But the particular features of the trees themselves could mislead scientists, or at least those inclined to be misled. A 1955 history of hawthorns includes a blind item about a botanist known for his hawthorn obsession, who was once asked by a group of college women to identify three specimens. After he declared them three distinct species based on leaf shape, the women revealed that all three specimens came from the same tree. (The botanist--who was almost certainly Charles S. Sargent,  the most prolific namer of hawthorns--reportedly called it a "damned dirty trick.")

This was what a 1932 article called the "Crataegus problem"--one of the biggest mysteries in American plant taxonomy.

Today, most sources recognize anywhere from 22 to 200 hawthorn species in eastern North America. Whatever the true count, the trees take a vertiginous number of forms in nature. In many cases, one species isn't intuitively different from another; often, two entities will be identical but for a slightly different leaf shape or a different size fruit. Leigh Van Valen, a prominent evolutionary biologist, wrote in 1976 that perhaps no true hawthorn species exist at all--that they make up a sort of genetic continuum that doesn't allow for coherent species classification.

Part of the difficulty in identifying hawthorn species is their bizarre reproductive habits. First of all, they hybridize; that is, two species interbreed (as when horses and donkeys beget mules). Second, they are prone to polyploidy, meaning that they may have multiple sets of the same genetic information in their cells. And third, they can clone themselves through seed. In short, hawthorn reproduction can go like this: Two species hybridize and create a polyploid daughter, basically a genetic accident, largely cut off from reproducing sexually with other hawthorns. It can clone itself over and over, until hundreds of trees have spread across a field. They might look and act like a species, but they don't have the genetic diversity to persist over time. Botanists call these "microspecies."

This is rare in nature. With highly competitive organisms filling Earth's habitats, the likelihood that a genetic accident will outcompete them is low. Unless, perhaps, those habitats get shaken up by, say, a couple hundred years of landscape-scale clear-cutting and pasturing by humans and cattle.


In 2005, a mountain top at Doggett Gap, near Asheville, North Carolina, was full of flowering hawthorn trees. In 2023, when Ron Lance revisited the mountain, the hawthorns were all but gone. (Courtesy of Robert Langellier)



This is what Lance means when he says hawthorns' great diversification may have been unnatural. His hypothesis is this: European colonization remade the eastern North American landscape, converting forests into small cattle farms, logged lands, and fields bordered by sunny hedgerows--prime habitat for hawthorns, which thrive on a forest's edge. So as settlers cleared land in the 1700s and 1800s, hawthorns proliferated and microspeciated like mad, reaching a critical mass at the end of the 1800s. "They were hybrid inventions of themselves," Lance said.



Then, those small cattle farms dissolved into massive commercial farms, devoid of hedgerows. Or they reverted to second-growth forests. Hawthorns have been contracting ever since. That, according to Lance, is why botanists can't find them anymore. Sargent and the early Crataegophiles were seeing an aberration in geologic time.



Not everyone agrees with Lance's hypothesis. George Yatskievych, a botanist at the University of Texas at Austin, believes that hawthorn mania was a reflection of botany itself, which had advanced enough by 1890 to take on complicated plant groups. Speciation doesn't happen on a dime, he told me. "You're looking at hundreds of thousands of years" for speciation to occur in plants, not hundreds.



Tim Dickinson, a hawthorn researcher and emeritus plant curator at the Royal Ontario Museum, thinks hawthorns have evolved in man-made habitats, but pointed out to me that in the past 2.6 million years, glacial advances and retreats would also have opened up habitat for hawthorns. Wesley Knapp, the chief botanist at NatureServe, an organization that assigns rarity scores to plants, agrees with Lance that human influence on the hawthorns' habitat would have removed obstacles to their reproduction, but he thinks drawing hasty conclusions could lead to hasty extinctions. "If we just dismiss these things as doomed, then we're probably not going to conserve them," he told me.



However hawthorns achieved such dizzying diversity, the fact that they're now disappearing is inarguable. The reasons for that reversal are quite clear, too: Invasive species are choking out forest edges. Second-growth forests are shading hawthorns out. Commercial farms are bulldozing them. A fungal rust is killing them in the Midwest and the South.



"A lot of the so-called species probably will disappear," Lance told me. Then he added, to my surprise, "Who's to say that's a good or a bad thing? It's just a natural cycle." But conservationists tasked with trying to save biodiversity have to answer that question. If the present diversity of hawthorns is an artificial result of colonization, do we value the version of nature that preceded European influence, or do we value biodiversity for its own sake? In other words, how hard should we try to save the hawthorns? And which ones?



The question of which hawthorn species are, in fact, species has a practical bearing on these decisions. Alongside North Carolina's Blue Ridge Parkway, for instance, you can find the balsam-mountain hawthorn--a rare species that grows on only one mountain range. A few years ago, conservation groups were gearing up to assign the tree the rarest rank a species can receive, which would imply an urgent necessity to conserve it. But Lance decided it was probably a hybrid of two other hawthorns. He still believed the tree should be protected, but instantly, the species went from critically rare to nonexistent, from a conservation point of view.



With hawthorns suddenly scarce on the landscape, though, parsing out which species are real is next to impossible. "That's the root of the problem," Lance said. "They're gone."

Arthur Haines, a New England botanist who has studied hawthorns for decades, told me the biggest threat to the trees is not land-use changes but botanists themselves, who are unwilling to meet the taxonomic challenge. If no one takes on the task of categorizing hawthorns, then no conservation group can take any measures to save them. Now that the trees are here, Haines said, "they're part of our floristic diversity. They came about not because of an arbitrary breeding in greenhouses, but from wild species interacting with each other on the landscape."

To him, that means they're worth saving. And every botanist I spoke with agreed with him. A small group of prominent southeastern botanists in North Carolina are now trying to set up an official hawthorn consortium to protect the genus, which would formalize and fund special research and conservation efforts for hawthorns. For most of the 20th century, botanists largely threw up their hands at solving the hawthorn puzzle. Now whatever solution they come to will determine what we try to save.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/05/hawthorns-american-botany-species-conservation/678366/?utm_source=feed
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Asteroids Could Fuel the Clean-Energy Transition

If companies can figure out how to mine them.

by Sarah Scoles




This article was originally published by Undark Magazine.

In April 2023, a satellite the size of a microwave launched into space. Its goal: to get ready to mine asteroids. Although the mission, backed by a company called AstroForge, ran into problems, it's part of a new wave of activity by would-be asteroid miners hoping to cash in on cosmic resources.

Potential applications of space-mined material abound: Asteroids contain metals such as platinum and cobalt, which are used in electronics and electric-vehicle batteries, respectively. Although plenty of these materials exist on Earth, they can be more concentrated on asteroids than on mountainsides, making them easier to scrape out. And scraping in space, advocates say, could cut down on the damaging impacts of mining on this planet. Space-resource advocates also want to explore the potential of other substances. What if, say, space ice could be used for spacecraft and rocket propellant? Or space dirt could be used for astronaut-housing structures and radiation shielding?

Previous companies have rocketed toward similar goals before, but they went bust about half a decade ago. In the years since that first cohort left the stage, though, "the field has exploded in interest," says Angel Abbud-Madrid, the director of the Center for Space Resources at the Colorado School of Mines.

A lot of the attention has focused on the moon, because nations plan to set up outposts there and will need supplies. NASA, for instance, has ambitions to build an astronaut base camp over the next decade. China, meanwhile, hopes to found an international lunar research station.

Still, the pull of space rocks remains powerful, and the new crop of companies remains hopeful. The economic picture has improved with the cost of rocket launches decreasing, as has the regulatory environment, given that countries are creating laws specifically allowing space mining. But only time will tell if this decade's prospectors will cash in where others have drilled into the red, or if they'll be buried by their business plan.

An asteroid-mining company needs one major ingredient to get started: optimism. A hope that it could start a new industry, one apart from this world. "Not a lot of humans are built to work like that," says Matt Gialich, a co-founder and the CEO of AstroForge. Since the company's April 2023 demo mission, it has yet to come close to mining anything.

What he and colleagues hope to extract, though, are platinum-group metals, some of which are used in devices such as catalytic converters, which reduce exhaust emissions. Substances such as platinum and iridium, meanwhile, are used in electronics. There are also opportunities in green technology, and new pushes to produce platinum-based batteries with better storage that could end up in electric vehicles and energy-storage systems.

To further the company's goals, AstroForge's initial mission was loaded with simulated asteroid material and a refinery system designed to extract platinum from the simulant, to show that metal processing could happen in space.

Things didn't go exactly as planned. After the small craft got into orbit, it was hard to identify and communicate with the dozens of other newly launched satellites. The solar panels, which provide the spacecraft with power, wouldn't deploy at first. And the satellite was initially beset with a wobble that prevented communication. The company has not been able to do the simulated extraction.

AstroForge will soon embark on a second mission, with a different goal: to slingshot to an asteroid and take a picture--a surveying project that may help the company understand which valuable materials exist on a particular asteroid.

Another company, called TransAstra, is selling a telescope and software designed to detect objects such as asteroids moving through the sky; the Chinese corporation Origin Space has an asteroid-observing satellite in orbit around Earth, and is testing out its mining-relevant technology there. Meanwhile, the Colorado company Karman+ plans to go straight to an asteroid in 2026 and try out excavation equipment.

To achieve the ultimate goal of pulling metals from space rocks, TransAstra, Karman+, and AstroForge have received a combined tens of millions of dollars in venture-capital funding.

Another company with similar aims, simply called Asteroid Mining Corporation, doesn't want to rely much on outside investment in the long term. Such reliance, in fact, helped sink earlier companies. Instead, its founder and CEO, Mitch Hunter-Scullion, is focusing his company's early efforts on terrestrial applications that pay up immediately so he can fund future work in the broader universe. In 2021, the company partnered with Tohoku University Space Robotics Laboratory, based in Japan, to develop space robots.

Together, they have built a six-legged robot called the Space Capable Asteroid Robotic Explorer, or SCAR-E. Designed to operate in microgravity, it can crawl around a rugged surface and record data on, and take samples of, what's there. In 2026, the company plans to do a demonstration mission analyzing soil on the moon.

For now, though, SCAR-E will stay on Earth and inspect ship hulls. According to one market-research platform, hull inspections make up a nearly $13-billion market globally--as compared with the asteroid-mining market, currently valued at $0, because no one has yet mined an asteroid.

Such grounded work may give the company a revenue stream before, and during, its time in space. "I think every asteroid-mining company has this realization that money runs out, investors get tired, and you have to do something," Hunter-Scullion says.

"My opinion is that, unless you've built something which makes sense on Earth," he adds, "you're never going to be able to mine an asteroid."

Ian Lange sees sideways applications such as ship inspections as the "gin" of space mining: Lots of distilleries want to make whiskey. But making whiskey requires years of maturing alcohol in a cask. "You can make gin right now," says Lange, an economist at the Colorado School of Mines. The gin can float a company until its whiskey is ripe.

AstroForge is betting that asteroid mining will happen soon enough that it doesn't need gin.

Some of the economics are, in fact, better than they were in the 2010s. Rockets are cheaper than when the prior companies started (and then stopped), for instance. But other considerations are more complicated. For one, Lange says, terrestrial resources are abundant. "It's not that we don't have lithium around," he says, as an example. "The problem is that for a number of reasons, we're not allowing ourselves to take them out of the ground." Often, those reasons involve environmental concerns.

Read: The true price of privatizing space travel

For some, extracting materials from space offers a way to reduce the burden on Earth's resources. That consideration is especially prevalent when it comes to the extraction required for clean-energy technologies, such as hydrogen-fuel production, which uses iridium, and hydrogen-fuel-cell cars, which require platinum. Certain metals--such as nickel, cobalt, and iron--are also more concentrated in asteroids because, unlike Earth's richest deposits, they haven't been tapped yet.

But space mining isn't without its own environmental impacts: Rocket launches, for instance, contribute greenhouse gases to the atmosphere, something Lange's research notes. Extraction from space rocks would likely generate waste and debris, which would float out into the vacuum of space.

To combat such concerns, researchers suggested in 2019 that much of the solar system should be set aside as "wilderness," like protected land on Earth. Allowing exploitation such as mining on only one-eighth of cosmic resources, they wrote, could prevent the kinds of effects that overzealous extraction has wrought at home. In 2021, researchers at the University of New South Wales, in Australia, proposed an environmental-impact framework to assess how damaging a given space-mining project would be, through factors such as how much dust it would stir up.

But the kind of public outcry that accompanies endeavors such as deep-sea mining isn't likely to happen for asteroids: A 2022 study found that the public is largely in favor of asteroid mining, an opinion that held regardless of people's preconceived ideas about ecological fragility or their political ideology.

"People were much more supportive of mining asteroids than other forms of frontier mining like mining the ocean floor, mining Antarctica, and mining the Alaskan tundra," Matthew Hornsey, the lead author of the paper and a professor at the University of Queensland, in Australia, wrote in an email. "They didn't raise the same ethical objections that they did to other forms of mining, and they reported little anxiety about it." Even those who typically would object to mining on environmental grounds felt that way, Hornsey says, likely because they saw the trade-off: Scar the Earth or scrape an asteroid.

The same, though, was not true of the moon, where respondents generally disapproved of mining more--sometimes more than they opposed mining in ecologically sensitive areas of Earth. "The moon is visible, beautiful, and associated with purity and spirituality," Hornsey wrote. "I can see why people might see the need to preserve the sanctity of the moon more so than asteroids."

Regardless of the environmental pros and cons, making the leap to cosmic extraction will likely require further constraints on Earth--for example, stricter environmental regulations--that make space mining more appealing than digging another hole in the ground at home.

Still, Lange says, "it's not clear that we will be able to bring costs down to match terrestrial minerals." The new optimists are simply willing to make that bet.

A few other things have changed since the 2010s: For one, would-be asteroid miners have more data. Recent NASA missions have revealed more about asteroids' composition and structure.

Read: Is NASA paving the way for asteroid mining?

The regulatory landscape for space mining has also shifted in recent years, says Melissa de Zwart, a professor at the University of Adelaide, in Australia, who specializes in space law. Lack of existing regulation, she says, is part of why the first crop of companies failed. There wasn't a legal framework that explicitly stated that space mining was allowed.

Today, Japan, the United Arab Emirates, Luxembourg, and the United States all have legislation enshrining their companies' and country's rights to mine space material. The U.S. has also established the Artemis Accords, a set of best practices for behavior on the moon. Other nations have signed on to these principles, which include ensuring that lunar digs align with the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, the major international law governing space exploration (even though it was enacted long before space mining was on the practical horizon).

The Outer Space Treaty doesn't explicitly prohibit space mining--but it establishes basic rules: The "U.S. couldn't go to the moon, put the U.S. flag on there, and say, 'It belongs to us,' and start mining," de Zwart says. But the country could extract material--such as ice and metallic rocks--from the moon, or an asteroid, and then own that material. The treaty also says that nations are responsible for what their private companies do, and their activities must benefit humanity.

But that framework leaves a lot of gaps--for example, how exactly mining can be done responsibly. And there is talk toward that more logistical end: The Hague International Space Resources Governance Working Group has put together starting points for developing an international how-to framework, and the United Nations has a working group dedicated to the cause.

That framework is likely to be tested, with the first proverbial pickax strike, not on asteroids but on the moon, because that's where humans are set to take their next small steps. "The moment you start talking sustained presence, you're going to have to start looking at resources," Abbud-Madrid says.

Lunar surveying is already happening, and as of December 2020, NASA has contracts with four companies: Their task is to gather a small amount of material from the lunar surface, as a proof of concept to show that extraction is possible.

Read: Space travel's existential question

NASA doesn't have a similar demonstration for mining asteroids. But the space-rock seekers nevertheless continue their quest for treasure, even though its potential payoff is delayed. They believe that Earth needs, and will pay handily for, what space has to offer.

At least, that's the optimistic take. "This has to happen," Gialich, the AstroForge CEO, says. "And I just hope that we're the first."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/05/asteroid-mining-clean-energy/678356/?utm_source=feed
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Against Sunscreen Absolutism

Moderate sun exposure can be good for you. Why won't American experts acknowledge that?

by Rowan Jacobsen




Australia is a country of abundant sunshine, but the skin of most Australians is better adapted to gloomy England than the beaches of Brisbane. The country's predominantly white population has by far the world's highest rate of skin cancer, and for years the public-health establishment has warned residents about the dangers of ultraviolet light. A 1980s ad campaign advised Australians to "Slip, Slop, Slap"--if you had to go out in the sun, slip on a shirt, slop on some sunscreen, and slap on a hat. The only safe amount of sun was none at all.

Then, in 2023, a consortium of Australian public-health groups did something surprising: It issued new advice that takes careful account, for the first time, of the sun's positive contributions. The advice itself may not seem revolutionary--experts now say that people at the lowest risk of skin cancer should spend ample time outdoors--but the idea at its core marked a radical departure from decades of public-health messaging. "Completely avoiding sun exposure is not optimal for health," read the groups' position statement, which extensively cites a growing body of research. Yes, UV rays cause skin cancer, but for some, too much shade can be just as harmful as too much sun.

It's long been known that sun exposure triggers vitamin D production in the skin, and that low levels of vitamin D are associated with increased rates of stroke, heart attack, diabetes, cancer, Alzheimer's, depression, osteoporosis, and many other diseases. It was natural to assume that vitamin D was responsible for these outcomes. "Imagine a treatment that could build bones, strengthen the immune system and lower the risks of illnesses like diabetes, heart and kidney disease, high blood pressure and cancer," The New York Times wrote in 2010. "Some research suggests that such a wonder treatment already exists. It's vitamin D." By 2020, more than one in six adults were on that wonder treatment in the form of daily supplements, which promise to deliver the sun's benefits without its dangers.

But sunlight in a pill has turned out to be a spectacular failure. In a large clinical trial that began in 2011, some 26,000 older adults were randomly assigned to receive either daily vitamin D pills or placebos, and were then followed for an average of five years. The study's results were published in The New England Journal of Medicine two years ago. An accompanying editorial, with the headline "A Decisive Verdict on Vitamin D Supplementation," noted that no benefits whatsoever had been found for any of the health conditions that the study tracked. "Vitamin D supplementation did not prevent cancer or cardiovascular disease, prevent falls, improve cognitive function, reduce atrial fibrillation, change body composition, reduce migraine frequency, improve stroke outcomes, decrease age-related macular degeneration, or reduce knee pain," the journal said. "People should stop taking vitamin D supplements to prevent major diseases or extend life."

Read: You're not allowed to have the best sunscreens in the world

Australia's new guidance is in part a recognition of this reality. It's also the result of our improved understanding of the disparate mechanisms through which sunlight affects health. Some of them are intuitive: Bright morning light, filtered through the eyes, helps regulate our circadian rhythms, improving energy, mood, and sleep. But the systemic effects of UV light operate through entirely different pathways that have been less well understood by the public, and even many health professionals. In recent years, that science has received more attention, strengthening conviction in sunlight's possibly irreplaceable benefits. In 2019, an international collection of researchers issued a call to arms with the headline "Insufficient Sun Exposure Has Become a Real Public Health Problem."

Sunlight in a pill has turned out to be a spectacular failure: Vitamin D supplements have shown no benefits.

Health authorities in some countries have begun to follow Australia's lead, or at least to explore doing so. In the United Kingdom, for example, the National Health Service is reviewing the evidence on sun exposure, with a report due this summer. Dermatology conferences in Europe have begun to schedule sessions on the benefits of sun exposure after not engaging with the topic for years.

In the United States, however, there is no sign of any such reconsideration. Both the CDC and the American Academy of Dermatology still counsel strict avoidance, recommending that everyone but infants wear sunscreen every day, regardless of the weather. When I asked the AAD about Australia's new guidelines, a spokesperson offered only that, "because ultraviolet rays from the sun can cause skin cancer, the Academy does not recommend getting vitamin D from sun exposure."

Such a stance surely reflects understandable concerns about mixed messaging. But it also seems more and more outdated, and suggests a broader problem within American public-health institutions.

More than a century ago, scientists began to notice a mysterious pattern across the globe, which they came to call the "latitude effect." Once you adjust for confounding variables--such as income, exercise, and smoking rates--people living at high latitudes suffer from higher rates of many diseases than people living at low or middle latitudes. The pattern plays out in many conditions, but it's most pronounced in autoimmune disorders, especially multiple sclerosis. Throughout Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and the U.S., populations at higher latitudes are much more likely to develop MS than those closer to the equator. Over the years, scientists have offered many theories to explain this phenomenon: differences in diet, something in the water. But MS research pointed to a perhaps more obvious answer: sunlight. The higher the latitude, the lower the angle of the sun and the more its rays are filtered by the atmosphere. A number of studies have found links between sun exposure and the disease. Kids who spend less than 30 minutes a day outside on weekends and holidays are much more likely to develop MS than kids who are outside for more than one hour on these same days. Relapse rates for the disease are higher in early spring, after months of sun scarcity. People who were born in the spring (whose mothers received little sun exposure during their third trimester of pregnancy) are more likely to develop MS than people born in the fall.

Here, too, scientists first assumed that vitamin D was the key. But vitamin D supplementation proved useless for MS. Could something else about sun exposure protect against the condition?

A hint came from another disease, psoriasis, a disorder in which the immune system mistakes the patient's own skin cells for pathogens and attacks them, producing inflammation and red, scaly skin. Since ancient times, it had been observed that sunlight seems to alleviate the condition, and doctors have long recommended "phototherapy" as a treatment. But only in the late 20th century, with the recognition that psoriasis was an autoimmune disease, did they start to understand why it worked.

It turns out that UV light essentially induces the immune system to stop attacking the skin, reducing inflammation. This is unfortunate when it comes to skin cancer--UV rays not only damage DNA, spurring the formation of cancerous cells; they also retard the immune system's attack on those cells. But in the case of psoriasis, the tamping-down of a hyperactive response is exactly what's needed. Moreover, to the initial surprise of researchers, this effect isn't limited to the site of exposure. From the skin, the immune system's regulatory cells migrate throughout the body, soothing inflammation elsewhere as well.

Read: AI-driven dermatology could leave dark-skinned patients behind

This effect is now believed to be the reason sun exposure helps prevent or ameliorate many autoimmune diseases, including MS, type 1 diabetes, and rheumatoid arthritis. It also explains why other conditions that involve a hyperinflammatory response, such as asthma and allergies, seem to be alleviated by sun exposure. It may even explain why some other diseases now believed to be connected to chronic inflammation, including cardiovascular disease and Alzheimer's, are often less prevalent in regions with more sun exposure.

The consortium of Australian public-health groups had those potential benefits in mind when it drafted its new guidelines. "There's no doubt at all that UV hitting the skin has immune effects," Rachel Neale, a cancer researcher and the lead author of the guidelines, told me. "There's absolutely no doubt." But as to what to do with that knowledge, Neale isn't certain. "This is likely to be both harmful and beneficial. We need to know more about that balance."

What does one do with that uncertainty? The original "Slip, Slop, Slap" campaign was easy to implement because of its simplicity: Stay out of the sun; that's all you need to know. It was, in a sense, the equivalent of the "Just Say No" campaign against drugs, launched in the U.S. around the same time. But the simplicity also sometimes runs afoul of common sense. Dermatologists who tell their patients to wear sunscreen even indoors on cloudy winter days seem out of touch.

Australia's new advice is, by comparison, more scientific, yet also more complicated. It divides its recommendations into three groups, according to people's skin color and susceptibility to skin cancer. Those with pale skin, or olive skin plus other risk factors, are advised to practice extreme caution: Keep slip-slop-slapping. Those with "olive or pale-brown skin" can take a balanced approach to sun exposure, using sunscreen whenever the UV index is at least a 3 (which is most days of the year in Australia). Those with dark skin need sunscreen only for extended outings in the bright sun.

Read: The problem sunscreen poses for dark skin

In designing the new guidelines, Neale and her colleagues tried to be faithful to the science while also realizing that whatever line is set on sun exposure, many people will cross it, intentionally or not. Even though skin cancer is rarely fatal when promptly diagnosed, it weighs heavily on the nation's health-care system and on people's well-being. "We spend $2 billion a year treating skin cancer in Australia," Neale said. "It's bonkers how much we spend, apart from the fact that people end up with bits of themselves chopped out. So at a whole-population level, the messaging will continue to be very much about sun protection."

That said, we now know that many individuals at low risk of skin cancer could benefit from more sun exposure--and that doctors are not yet prepared to prescribe it. A survey Neale conducted in 2020 showed that the majority of patients in Australia with vitamin D deficiencies were prescribed supplements by their doctors, despite the lack of efficacy, while only a minority were prescribed sun exposure. "We definitely need to be doing some education for doctors," she told me. In support of the new position statement, Neale's team has been working on a website where doctors can enter information about their patients' location, skin color, and risk factors and receive a document with targeted advice. In most cases, people can meet their needs with just a few minutes of exposure a day.

This is not the 1950s. When public authorities spin or simplify science in an attempt to elicit a desired behavior, they are going to get called on it.

That sort of customized approach is sorely needed in the United States, Adewole Adamson, a dermatologist who directs the Melanoma and Pigmented Lesion Clinic at the University of Texas, told me. "A one-size-fits-all approach isn't productive when it comes to sun-exposure recommendations," he said. "It can cause harm to some populations." For years, Adamson has called for more rational guidelines for people of color, who have the lowest risk of skin cancer and also higher rates of many of the diseases that sunlight seems to ameliorate. Adamson finds it disheartening that mostly white Australia now has "a better official position" than organizations in the U.S., "where nonwhite Americans will outnumber white Americans in the next 20 years."

To some degree, one can sympathize with the desire to keep things simple. People have limited bandwidth, and some may misunderstand or tune out overly complicated health messages. Others will inevitably turn a little information into a dangerous thing. A fringe segment of the alt-health crowd is already suggesting that skin-cancer dangers have been exaggerated as a way to get us all to buy more sunblock. But knowing that some people will draw strange conclusions from the facts is not a good-enough reason to withhold those facts, as we saw during the pandemic, when experts looking to provide simple guidance sometimes implied that the science was more settled than it was. This is not the 1950s. When public authorities spin or simplify science in an attempt to elicit a desired behavior, they are going to get called on it. Conspiracy-minded conclusions, among other bad ones, are likely to gain more credence, not less. And the public is going to have less faith in national institutions and the positions they espouse the next time.

Besides, in this case, the news being withheld is incredibly good. It's not every day that science discovers a free and readily accessible intervention that might improve the health of so many people. That's the real story here, and it's most compelling when conveyed honestly: Science feels its way forward, one hesitant step at a time, and backtracks almost as often. Eventually, that awkward but beautiful two-step leads us to better ground.



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "Against Sunscreen Absolutism."
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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.
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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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Announcing New <em>Atlantic</em> Podcast, <em>Good on Paper </em>With Jerusalem Demsas, Launching June 4

The weekly interview podcast will engage with the important policy questions of the day and question what we actually know about the world.




The Atlantic is continuing its expansion in audio and podcasts with the launch of a new weekly interview podcast, Good on Paper, hosted by Atlantic staff writer Jerusalem Demsas. With Good on Paper, Demsas will explore some of the most important questions of the day, with each episode examining an idea or development that challenges the conventional wisdom in policy or politics. A trailer is out now, with the show launching on Tuesday, June 4, and episodes coming out each Tuesday.
 
 Good on Paper is a policy show that will challenge popular narratives--ideas that are "good on paper" but don't always pan or prove out. The show asks: What if the commonly held beliefs driving our public discourse aren't quite right? What if new evidence on housing or immigration or relationships flies in the face of what we believe? What if the policies we support give us results we don't like? Each week, a different expert will join Demsas to better examine ideas rigorously and honestly, allowing listeners to deepen their understanding of topics and gain a new way of considering an idea and navigating its complexity.
 
 The podcast builds upon Demsas's acclaimed reporting for The Atlantic, which includes stories on housing and homelessness, economics, urban development, and democracy. She has recently written the articles "Why Americans Hate a Good Economy," which offers several explanations as to why Americans report negative assessments of the economy; "Why America Doesn't Build," which explores how even green-energy projects get quashed by local opposition; and "Americans Vote Too Much," about how no one can be a full-time political animal.
 
 Good on Paper joins a growing network of audio journalism at The Atlantic and can be found in a new audio landing page along with all podcasts and narrated articles. The Atlantic's flagship show, Radio Atlantic with host Hanna Rosin, relaunched last spring, and yesterday, the first episode dropped for How to Know What's Real, the sixth season of our social-science franchise, hosted by Megan Garber and Andrea Valdez.
 
 The audio team at The Atlantic announced the recent hiring of Jinae West as a senior producer, who came to The Atlantic from New York magazine and Vox, where she was a founding producer of the pop-culture podcast Into It. Dave Shaw has also joined The Atlantic's podcast team as an editor. Shaw has more than 20 years of experience in editing, newsroom management, and show development, and most recently worked at The New York Times, where he launched new shows and was a supervising editor for The Daily.
 
 The trailer for Good on Paper is now available, and listeners can subscribe here or wherever they get podcasts.
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        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.It's common, in criminal court, for a defendant's friends and family to join them in the courtroom as a show of love and support. That's not exactly what's happening in Manhattan this week. More, after these three stories from The Atlantic:
	Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves.
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        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.For the first time in 221 years, two different groups of cicadas are emerging simultaneously and screaming from the treetops. More after these three stories from The Atlantic:
	This is the next smartphone evolution.
	Russell Berman: Attack a Democrat charged with corruption? Republicans wouldn't dare.
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        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.I have had cats since I was a boy, and all of them were wonderful, but one of them left a mark on my life forever.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	"What happened to Stormy Daniels is not salacious," Quinta Jurecic writes.
	Israel's PR-war pandemonium
	The problem with America's prot...
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        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.It's a good bet that the generative-AI era will be stranger than anyone expects. In a new feature for The Atlantic, my colleague Charlie Warzel profiles ElevenLabs, an AI company that specializes in replicating voices."It's easy, when you play around with the ElevenLabs software, to envision a world in which you can listen to all the t...

      

      
        The 'Lurid Metaphors' of Illness
        Gal Beckerman

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.Sickness, like love and grief, is a universal part of the human condition--but it also feels completely subjective, so much so that conveying the accompanying sensations and emotions can be hard. Doctors sometimes ask patients to rate their pain on a scale of 1 to 10: Are you at a 5 or an 8? My mind always freezes in such moments. How can I know what 5 is if I don't know what 10 feels like...
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        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.If Kristi Noem never actually met the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un, then how did that anecdote make it into her memoir? The answer, after these three stories from The Atlantic:
	It's not a rap beef. It's a cultural reckoning.
	Trump flaunts his corruption.
	Who really has brain worms?
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        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...
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	The politics of fear itself
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A Courtroom Parade of Trump's Allies

A jumbled cast of GOP characters have inserted themselves into the former president's legal drama.

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.


It's common, in criminal court, for a defendant's friends and family to join them in the courtroom as a show of love and support. That's not exactly what's happening in Manhattan this week. More, after these three stories from The Atlantic:

	Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves.
 	The art of survival
 	The Baby Reindeer mess was inevitable.




Trump's Courtroom Groupies

Donald Trump's hush-money trial was already strange enough. A former president and a porn star walk into a Manhattan courtroom. But an additional cast of characters have recently inserted themselves into the drama. During this week's testimony from Trump's former attorney Michael Cohen, Republican politicians of many different ranks donned their courtroom best and headed downtown to put on a show for the boss. Although these particular charges could be the weakest of the many indictments Trump faces, one got the sense that none of his party allies was there to discuss the finer points of the law.

Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, who quite famously opposes pornography on religious grounds, nevertheless accompanied the man accused of cheating on his wife with a porn star to his trial yesterday. Outside the building, Johnson told reporters that the case is a "sham" and a "ridiculous prosecution." At Monday's session, Senators Tommy Tuberville of Alabama and J. D. Vance of Ohio apparently adopted the roles of Tom Servo and Crow T. Robot for the event, each offering running commentary on the "dingy" courtroom, with its "depressing" vibes; the disturbing number of mask-wearing attendees; and the "psychological torture" being inflicted on Trump (who, as a reminder, has been charged with 34 felonies in this case alone).

The former presidential candidates Vivek Ramaswamy and North Dakota Governor Doug Burgum took turns bemoaning the state of the justice system. Even a few bit players wanted in on the action, including pro-Trump Iowa Attorney General Brenna Bird, who flew all the way from Des Moines to stand before the news cameras and remind viewers that "politics has no place in a criminal prosecution."

You might be wondering: Don't these people have anything better to do? The answer is that, in today's Republican Party, prostration before Trump is as much part of the job as anything else.

All of this showboating has been happening for several reasons. "At its most tangible level, what we're seeing is a work-around to the gag order," Sarah Isgur, a former senior spokesperson for the Trump-era Justice Department, told me. The ex-president was warned by the presiding judge, Juan Merchan, that if he talks or posts any more about the jury or the judge's family, he could face jail time. So, just as in a political campaign, Trump's surrogates are stepping up to stump for him.

Legally, Trump can't ask these politicians to violate the order on his behalf. But why would he have to ask when they know exactly what he wants from them? "The playbook that Trump expects party members in good standing to follow is in public," Amanda Carpenter, a former GOP staffer and now an editor at Protect Democracy, told me. Trump's given these acolytes their cues with his posts on Truth Social, and they're dutifully following them.

Lower Manhattan has, over the past week, become a pilgrimage site for those vying to be in Trump's inner circle, with a court appearance carrying the promise of a holy anointing. You could also think about this courtside display as another audition in the early veepstakes. For Ramaswamy, Burgum, and Vance, in particular, this moment is a chance to demonstrate their abiding loyalty to Trump in the hopes of being selected as his running mate. Others may have reasoned that a little time in front of the cameras yelling "Sham trial!" will go a long way toward snagging a plum Cabinet position in a second Trump administration. (A virtual unknown such as Bird, of course, probably doesn't expect to get either of these things. But, as every climber knows, one must never miss an opportunity to ingratiate oneself with the boss.)

Which brings us to one final observation. "There's a larger, more philosophical reason they're all there," Isgur said. "That's what the Republican Party stands for now." There is no real platform, no consistent set of principles. There is only Trump, and degrees of loyalty to him. These courtroom groupies are simply responding to the obvious incentives--"If you didn't know that the Republican Party is now focused on Trump," Isgur said, "I've got an oceanfront property to sell you in Arizona."

That's their deal, but what about the boss's? Trump no longer appears concerned only with shielding himself from political accountability. Now that he has almost clinched the nomination, he's using the party to shield himself from criminal accountability, too. This has given the GOP a new rallying cry. "The Big Lie in 2020 was that the election was stolen," Carpenter said. "The Big Lie 2.0 is that justice has been weaponized against him to deprive him of the presidency."

Related:

	Trump's alternate-reality criminal trial
 	What Donald Trump fears most




Today's News

	Slovakia's prime minister, Robert Fico, was shot several times in an assassination attempt. He has been hospitalized and is undergoing surgery.
 	President Joe Biden and Donald Trump agreed to two presidential debates. The first one will be hosted by CNN on June 27, and the second will take place on September 10, broadcast by ABC.
 	A barge slammed into the Pelican Island Causeway in Galveston, Texas, causing a partial collapse and spilling oil in the bay below.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: This week, Google and OpenAI announced competing visions for the future of generative AI, Matteo Wong writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Alamy.



The New Workplace Power Symbols

By Michael Waters

If you walked into an office building during the second half of the 20th century, you could probably figure out who had power with a single glance: Just look for the person in the corner office. The corner offices of yore were big, with large windows offering city views and constant streams of light, plus unbeatable levels of privacy. Everyone wanted them, but only those at the top got them. Land in one, and you'd know you'd made it.
 Fast-forward to today, and that emblem of corporate success is dying off. The number of private offices along the side of a building, a category that includes those in the corner, has shrunk by about half since 2021, according to the real-estate company CBRE. But today's workplace transformation goes beyond the corner.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What Alice Munro has left us
 	The horseshoe theory of Google Search
 	The eight dynamics that will shape the election




Culture Break


Timothy A. Clary / AFP / Getty



Look. The dogs at the 148th Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show made a big splash. Check out the images from this year's competition.

Read. "Tapering," a poem by Jane Huffman:

"I'm tapering / the doctor says-- // It might feel / like you can hear / your eyes moving--"

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

For the past few months, it wasn't exactly clear whether President Biden and Trump would meet on the debate stage before November. (Some, including The Atlantic's David Frum, argued that they shouldn't.) Well, folks, it looks like they're doing it. The two presidential contenders agreed today to participate in two debates. The agreed-upon rules stipulate that neither event will have a studio audience--a welcome development for viewers who would rather watch a political debate than an episode of Jerry Springer.

-- 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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Google and OpenAI Are Battling for AI Supremacy

This week, the tech giants announced different visions for the future of generative AI.

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


This week has felt like the early days of the generative-AI boom, filled with dazzling events concerning the future of the technology.

On Monday, OpenAI held a last-minute "Spring Update" event in which the company announced its newest AI model, GPT-4o, in an impressive live demo. Running on the iPhone's ChatGPT app, the model appeared able to understand live camera footage, help solve a math problem, and translate a live conversation between English and Italian speakers. Every previous smartphone assistant, including Apple's Siri, now appears obsolete--and the smartphone itself might be reimagined as the device most "perfectly positioned to run generative-AI programs," as I wrote on Monday.

Not to be outdone, Google followed suit yesterday during its annual developer conference, which focused almost exclusively on generative AI. Alongside various technological advances, the company laid out its vision for search in the AI era: "Google will do the Googling for you," Liz Reid, the company's head of search, declared. In other words, chatbots will take the work out of finding information online. Lurking beneath the announcements was an acknowledgment that AI is better suited at synthesizing existing information and formatting it into an accessible format than providing clear, definitive answers. "  That's not omniscience; it's the ability to tap into Google's preexisting index of the web," I noted yesterday.

OpenAI's and Google's announcements are a duel over not just which product is best, but which kind of generative AI will be most useful to people. The ChatGPT app promises to do everything, all in one place; AI-powered Google search promises to be more of an open-ended guide. Whether users will embrace either vision of a remade web remains to be seen.

-- Matteo Wong, associate editor



What to Read Next

	The live translation exhibited in OpenAI's demo gestures toward a world in which people no longer feel compelled to learn foreign languages. Louise Matsakis explored this potential AI-induced death of bilingualism in March, writing, "We may find that we've allowed deep human connections to be replaced by communication that's technically proficient but ultimately hollow."
 	Another, perhaps even more alarming future for the world's languages: Generative AI, which is most proficient in the handful of languages with plentiful training data, may push thousands of other tongues into extinction. "If generative AI indeed becomes the portal through which the internet is accessed," I wrote in March, "then billions of people may in fact be worse off than they are today."




P.S.

The buzz over AI image generators and deepfakes was preceded, decades ago, by similar excitement and hand-wringing over Adobe's Photoshop, then "the primary battlefield for debates around fake imagery," my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote last week. In the age of AI, Photoshop is struggling to adjust to being just one player in a crowded field.

-- Matteo
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The Battleground States That Will Shape the Election

New polling shows Biden falling behind Trump in key swing states. What issues matter most to voters there?

by Lora Kelley




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


New polling shows Joe Biden trailing Donald Trump in five out of six key swing states. Voters there say they want change--which presents a challenge for the candidate who won in 2020 on the promise of normalcy.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Biden's weakness with young voters isn't about Gaza.
 	The Real ID deadline will never arrive.
 	The Atlantic's summer reading guide




The Battleground States

Michigan and Nevada are two very different places. As are Pennsylvania and Arizona, Wisconsin and Georgia. Still, these six states share a quality of enormous consequence: They wield massive electoral influence because their voters tend to waffle on their political preferences. In swing states, a suburb here, a county there--totaling perhaps a few hundred thousand votes--may be enough to decide who will become the next president.

Earlier this week, a new set of polls from The New York Times, Siena College, and The Philadelphia Inquirer found that, among registered voters, Donald Trump leads Joe Biden in five swing states (Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, and Pennsylvania), and Biden is ahead only in Wisconsin. In 2020, Biden carried all six of those battleground states, which helped him clinch the election. Though he doesn't need every single one this time--wins in Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin, for example, could help get him to 270 electoral votes--the polling signals some glaring challenges for his campaign in the months to come.

Americans are divided on policy issues--especially when it comes to the economy and Israel's war in Gaza. But abortion is an issue that will resonate across the country at every level of the ballot, my colleague David Graham told me. And it's one area where Democrats clearly "have an edge."

The polling also gestured at a sweeping sense of dissatisfaction among 70 percent of respondents, who said that they want major changes in America's political and economic system, or for it to be torn down entirely. And they don't seem to think that Biden--who promised in 2020 a presidency steeped in normalcy--can bring that. Voters are divided on whether Trump would bring good or bad changes, but an overwhelming majority of them believe that he would indeed shake up (or tear down) our country's political and economic system.

"If the election is a referendum on Biden, he's clearly in trouble," David told me. Here's a look at the swing states and some of the issues that matter most to their voters.

Arizona

Arizona has voted Republican in all but a few presidential elections in recent decades, and its MAGA presence--though diminished in the 2022 midterms--is strong. Biden won the state by just 10,000 votes in 2020, and Trump has used this slim margin of victory to push his disproven claim that the election was stolen. Recent polling shows that the state is leaning heavily toward Trump, and Republicans are banking on people voting red in response to the rising cost of living and immigration. But abortion will be another significant concern; some Arizonans were up in arms last month after the state's supreme court reinstated a Civil War-era law that banned most abortions with no exceptions for rape or incest. The governor has since signed a repeal of the ban--but abortion access will likely remain top of mind for some voters.

Michigan

Biden won Michigan by a smaller margin than expected in 2020, and a new confluence of factors is making his prospects there shaky. Times/Siena polling found that Biden was trending slightly ahead of Trump among likely voters, but trailing behind among registered voters. Voters in the state are worried about inflation and the economy. And as my colleague Ronald Brownstein wrote earlier this month, Biden has been "whipsawed by defections among multiple groups Democrats rely on, including Arab Americans, auto workers, young people, and Black Americans" in Michigan. About 13 percent of voters (some 100,000 people) in the state's February Democratic primary voted "uncommitted" in protest of Biden's handling of Gaza, signaling that Gaza is on the minds of voters in the state, which has the largest percentage of Arab Americans in the country. Adding to the mix is Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who has managed to get on the state ballot and could inject uncertainty into the race and siphon votes from the major candidates.

Georgia

This bedrock of modern suburban conservatism delivered a victory for Biden in 2020, when he became the first Democratic presidential candidate to win the state since Bill Clinton in 1992. The triumph was a surprise in some ways. But it was also the culmination of a years-long crusade championed by Stacey Abrams, a former state representative, to turn the state blue. In 2020, Biden won over a coalition of voters in Georgia that included Black and Hispanic voters, suburban moderates, and young people--and he will need to try to retain their support even as their enthusiasm falters.

In a state with a restrictive six-week abortion ban, more than half of polled voters said that they thought abortion should be mostly or always legal, and issues including the economy and immigration were among their top concerns. Currently, Trump and his associates are also charged in Georgia with conspiring to overturn the results of the 2020 election, though it isn't clear whether their trial will take place before the election is over.

Nevada

A Republican presidential candidate hasn't won Nevada in 20 years, but voters in the state, which has a large Latino population, are favoring Trump in recent polling. Although Biden had managed to garner support in the Sun Belt in 2020, Nevada's economy relies on tourism and hospitality, meaning that issues such as high inflation and unemployment are on voters' minds. The Times/Siena polls found that a large share of registered voters in the state said they trusted Trump to "do a better job" on the economy than Biden. (Though the state is notoriously difficult to survey, in part because many people there are transient and work unusual hours.)

Wisconsin

Trump won this Rust Belt state in 2016--before losing ground in the traditionally conservative areas such as Green Bay and the Milwaukee suburbs that helped deliver a win to Biden in 2020. The economy is a key issue for Wisconsin voters. And abortion may be pivotal, too: Republican lawmakers approved a controversial bill in January that would ban the procedure after 14 weeks, with exceptions for rape and incest. As Ronald noted in The Atlantic, the election of a liberal state-supreme-court judge in last November's closely watched race could signal that broader voter support for legalized abortion "has accelerated the recoil from the Trump-era GOP." That could bode well for Biden, but it will be a tight race: He eked ahead there among polled registered voters in the Times/Siena surveys, though he trailed slightly behind Trump among likely voters.

Pennsylvania

In the 2020 election, Biden's win in his home state pushed him over the 270 mark. Pennsylvania has 19 electoral votes, making it important to capture this time around. On his recent visits, Biden has tried to drill down on kitchen-table issues and burnish his blue-collar, all-American "Scranton Joe" image, my colleague John Hendrickson reported last month. To target working-class voters, Biden is focusing on taxes and attempting to draw a contrast with his opponent, whom he portrays as a friend to the rich. Registered voters in the state said that the economy was a top issue, along with abortion and immigration. It's unclear whether they will coalesce around their hometown politician after going for Trump in 2016 and now showing RFK-curiosity in some areas. Among registered voters, Biden currently trails Trump by a small margin.

Related:

	Biden's Electoral College challenge
 	How every U.S. election became existential (From 2022)




Today's News

	House Speaker Mike Johnson visited Donald Trump's criminal trial in New York and lambasted Trump's former lawyer Michael Cohen, who was on his second day of testimony.
 	Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrived in Kyiv on an unannounced visit to affirm U.S. support for Ukraine and promise more weapons shipments, as Russia ramps up its attacks on Ukraine's northeastern border.
 	A bus carrying farm workers crashed on a Florida highway, killing at least eight people and injuring dozens more, according to officials.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Russell Bull / Star Tribune / Getty.



The Sad Fate of the Sports Parent

By Rich Cohen

A true sports parent dies twice. There's the death that awaits us all at the end of a long or short life, the result of illness, misadventure, fire, falling object, hydroplaning car, or derailing train. But there is also the death that comes in the midst of life, the purgatorial purposelessness that follows the final season on the sidelines or in the bleachers, when your sports kid hangs up their skates, cleats, or spikes after that last game.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Vatican's gamble with Beijing is costing China's Catholics.
 	Asteroids could fuel the clean-energy transition.




Culture Break


The Atlantic



Listen. The trailer for Good on Paper, a new Atlantic podcast (out on June 4) hosted by Jerusalem Demsas, who questions what we really know about the narratives driving public conversation.

Discover. American Bloods: The Untamed Dynasty That Shaped a Nation, by the philosophy professor John Kaag, traces the little-known Blood dynasty and what it reveals about the nation's wild spirit.

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 Cicadas Are Here

A historic double brood is upon us. They've waited years for this moment.

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.


For the first time in 221 years, two different groups of cicadas are emerging simultaneously and screaming from the treetops. More after these three stories from The Atlantic:

	This is the next smartphone evolution.
 	Russell Berman: Attack a Democrat charged with corruption? Republicans wouldn't dare.
 	The fad diet to end all fad diets




Spring Awakening

The first thing to know about cicadas is that, not unlike flowers, the insects come in annual and periodical varieties. Among the annual cicadas are the dog-day cicada, that emerald-green bug you might associate with steamy summer evenings on the porch--the type you can always hear but almost never see. Periodical cicadas, on the other hand, are the bugs of legend. They make a synchronized mass appearance either every 13 or every 17 years in various parts of the country. And they are so plentiful and so loud when they come that they cannot be ignored.

Across the country, billions of these periodical cicadas, categorized by region and year as "broods," are crawling up out of the ground to see the light of day. The first to begin emerging this spring were the members of the Great Southern Brood--the largest of all periodical-cicada groups--which came out in many states across the southeastern United States. Another big group, the Northern Illinois Brood, is now tunneling up not only in Illinois but also in Iowa, Wisconsin, and Indiana. Although the two broods won't overlap much geographically, such a simultaneous emergence is rare: The previous double brood occurred during Thomas Jefferson's first term as president.

The cicadas we're starting to see waited years for this moment. Now they're here, ready to do what they do best: sing a little, mate, and die. But for humans, their extraordinary showing can provoke deep thoughts about the cycle of life and, well, the meaning of it all. At least, it does for Matt Kasson, an associate professor at West Virginia University who is studying a fungus that infects cicadas.

"So often, there's these amazing things happening kind of hidden in plain sight, and we take it for granted," he told me. "When you see the cicadas emerge, you not only are faced with them, but you have to think about all the time that they spent underground and what was happening in your own life. They give you a new perspective."

The lifestyle of a cicada is a wonder. After a clutch of cicada eggs hatch, inside a small slit in a tree branch, the babies will bravely drop to the ground and delve deep into the earth. A cicada will spend most of its life underground, as a secretive burrow-dweller, sucking sap from maple and oak trees and generally minding its own business. The little nymph knows when to come aboveground only because, according to scientific speculation, she can track the changing sap cycles of a tree.

"A maple tree in the fall loses its leaves and goes dormant, and that changes the sap flow in a tree," Kasson said. The cicada nymphs clock this. "So they keep a kind of chalkboard in their head where they are able to tally how many years they've been down there." Occasionally, a cicada will make a mistake in that mental arithmetic (relatable!), coming up four years too early or too late. Unfortunately, it's a fatal error. "They don't have anybody to mate with," Kasson said, "so it's kind of a dead end for them."

The emergence we're seeing now goes like this: Billions of nymphs climb out of their holes, attach themselves to a tree or some other structure, and undergo an incomplete metamorphosis process that transforms them into flying adults. The process involves shedding their exuvia, the name of those ghostly brown shells you'll find stuck to tree bark every spring. Over the next few weeks, adult males will "sing" to attract females, in a sometimes deafening cacophony. After mating, females will lay their eggs in tree branches and then die, and the whole process will start over.

This spring is a very good time to be a bird--or basically any other predator in these cicada hot spots. It'll be a feeding frenzy out there, which means that the bird population will probably spike, thanks to the increased food source. And animals aren't the only ones that will benefit. "When all these cicadas die, they are turned back into soil as a huge influx of nitrogen, so they act as a fertilizer for the plants as well," Kasson said.

Although this year's double broods mostly aren't expected to appear in the same place, residents of one particular state should gird themselves for a Big Bug Explosion. Researchers predict that, somewhere in central Illinois, cicadas from both the Great Southern Brood and the Northern Illinois Brood will both be coming up together. It'll be loud in Springfield this summer.

Even if you're not lucky enough to experience a Midwestern cicada-geddon, chances are you live somewhere near one of the emerging broods. If you can't hear them now, you should be able to soon. Go out and listen. Appreciate that new perspective.

Related:

	Cicadas could make outdoor dining a nightmare. (From 2021)
 	Unfortunately, some cicadas taste like nature's Gushers. (From 2021)




Today's News

	Michael Cohen, Donald Trump's former lawyer, finished his first day of testimony in Trump's New York criminal trial. Cohen alleged that Trump was concerned about his presidential-election prospects in 2016 and ordered Cohen to pay hush money to the adult-film actor Stormy Daniels.
 	Jury selection began in Senator Bob Menendez's federal criminal trial. The former chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee is charged with accepting bribes from businessmen in exchange for political favors aiding the governments of Egypt and Qatar.
 	Russian President Vladimir Putin announced yesterday that he is replacing his minister of defense with Andrei R. Belousov, an economist and one of Putin's close advisers.




Dispatches

	The Trump Trials: The hush-money criminal case against Donald Trump cuts to the core of who he is, George T. Conway III writes.
 	The Wonder Reader: One thing you quickly learn when speaking with a child: They're natural philosophers, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Julian Ward / Gallery Stock



Why Do So Many Parents Think Kids Need Their Own Bedroom?

By Annie Midori Atherton

Whenever I contemplate whether to have a second child, I inevitably start worrying about housing. For me and my husband to grow our family and stay in our two-bedroom rental in Seattle, our kids would have to share a room. He did it growing up, and it would be more affordable than getting a bigger place. But I struggle to wrap my head around the idea. I grew up in a three-bedroom home near where we live now; I had my own room, as did most of my friends. Even though housing prices have skyrocketed, I still want to give my children this privilege.
 When I ask my husband what it was like to share a room as a kid, he shrugs. He didn't consider it that big a deal. But many parents I've talked with who live in metro areas with high costs of living feel the same as I do. Some are stretching their budgets to afford a house with more bedrooms; others are reluctant to grow their families without having more space. As I mull this over, I wonder: Why do so many of us prioritize giving kids their own room?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	America's worst time zone
 	Our once-abundant Earth
 	Should the hawthorn be saved?
 	A family story about colonialism and its aftereffects




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Listen. Are the relationships we establish through our screens authentic? In the first episode of How to Know What's Real, Megan Garber and Andrea Valdez explore the surprising ways a connection can be both real and imaginary--at the same time.

Have a laugh. Conan O'Brien's true gift lies in his combination of an entertainer's desperate desire to be liked and an antagonistic streak, Vikram Murthi writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

So many readers wrote in with friendship wisdom after I asked for tips on making--and keeping--friends as an adult. I wanted to share two of my favorite pieces of advice here.

From Maxwell, a reminder that less is more: "I don't consider anyone a true friend unless we can go years without contact and at any time pick up right back where we left off," he wrote. "By that guideline, I've been lucky to keep one or two timeless friends with beautiful souls from each school and workplace, and that has honestly been plenty."

From Bonnie, a practical tip: "I send real notes and cards with postage stamps to all my friends throughout the year. Trader Joe's 99 cents brings a flood of happiness," she said. "I keep a log of everyone's birthday. A week before, there is a note on my calendar to mail--NOT EMAIL OR TEXT--a real birthday card with a note."



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 Show That Breaks the Curse of 'Mid TV'

Culture and entertainment musts from Caroline Mimbs Nyce

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 Caroline Mimbs Nyce, a staff writer who used to be the lead writer of The Daily. She has covered the backlash against dog-foster influencers, why AI tends to generate hot people, and the broken-gadget era of consumer AI.

Caroline is grateful for the return of Hacks, a "dry and wry" comedy series that cuts through the noise of the current era of subpar shows. She's also prone to diving down internet rabbit holes--the danger of summiting Yosemite's Half Dome is her latest fascination--and, as a tech reporter, she's also been tracking the real-world fallout of the hit show Baby Reindeer.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	No one knows what universities are for.
 	Ozempic or bust
 	A fundamental stage of human reproduction is shifting.




The Culture Survey: Caroline Mimbs Nyce

What my friends are talking about most right now: Baby Reindeer. As a tech reporter, I've been really interested in the real-world fallout--the Netflix series is purportedly based on a true story about a woman who stalked Richard Gadd, the show's creator. The internet masses have been trying to figure out more information about his actual stalker, and it's going ... about as well as you'd expect it to.

The upcoming event I'm most looking forward to: I just got tickets to visit Luna Luna, an art amusement park from the 1980s that is now in Los Angeles. There's even a Basquiat Ferris wheel!

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: Thank goodness Hacks is back; this really was starting to feel like the era of mid TV. The Max comedy, now in its third season, is anything but. It's essentially a platonic, intergenerational love story between a sparkly, jaded older comedian (played by Jean Smart) and a young, progressive writer (Hannah Einbinder) brought in to revamp her career. It's dry and wry and, as my colleague Shirley Li wrote, refreshingly free of life lessons. [Related: Hacks goes for the jugular.]

The last thing that made me cry: I shouldn't have cried at One Day! I've read the book and seen the 2011 movie; I know how it ends. It still got me.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: I loved Birnam Wood. It's about a group of leftist gardeners in New Zealand who sometimes trespass and secretly plant crops on private property (sticking it to the Man!). One such operation puts them directly in the warpath of a ruthless American tech billionaire. This book is far more plotty than my usual choices; the second half turns into a total thriller! The book's author, Eleanor Catton, has been making the case for more plot in modern fiction. It's working.

As for nonfiction, what's more real than death? I'm on my second read of Four Thousand Weeks, by Oliver Burkeman, an extremely practical guide to making the most of our limited human life span (an average of 4,000 weeks, as the book's title points out). Burkeman cleverly combines philosophy and time-management advice to help you think through choices big and small. (His newsletter is also great if you're short on time, which, um ...)

An author I will read anything by: Gary Shteyngart. When I found out we'd sent him on a cruise, I freaked.

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: How about one right in the middle? Rina Sawayama's "Bad Friend" was my most-played song of 2021, and it still shows up in my Spotify Wrapped every year. It sounds the way nostalgia feels; whenever I hear it, I smile, thinking back to the "summer of 2012, burnt in my mind." [Related: A new generation of pop stars are dancing with the devil.]

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: Vann Newkirk's 2020 article on how heat will be the defining human-rights issue of the century. With every heat wave, the story grows more prescient.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Okay, bear with me: My favorite internet rabbit hole is the debate about whether hikers should wear harnesses when summiting Yosemite's Half Dome, a legendary rock face that sits almost 5,000 feet above the valley floor. To get to the top, many people embark on a relatively dangerous but popular hike using a cable ladder laid down by the Park Service, which helps you ascend the near-vertical parts of the slab. Hundreds of hikers require ranger assistance every year; at least nine people have died.

Prospective hikers (myself included) wonder why people don't just wear safety equipment. Why not clip oneself to the ladder using a harness-and-carabiner system? Detractors think the physics wouldn't work (?), and it'd just slow everybody down. I've spent hours reading comments on Reddit and obscure forums debating the pros and cons. I still don't know the right answer!

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: I have six nieces and nephews, and, come to think of it, they aren't giving me nearly enough cultural recommendations. Disappointing stuff.

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: This week, John Mulaney hosted Everybody's in L.A., a livestreamed talk show on Netflix. In one episode, Mulaney interviews a coyote expert and Jerry Seinfeld. Together. A woman calls in and tells a story about waking up to a coyote in her bedroom. "What kind of car do you drive, Eva?" Mulaney quips. "Don't worry about it," she replies. None of it makes sense. It's perfect.



The Week Ahead

	Back to Black, a biopic about Amy Winehouse's tumultuous personal life and the creation of her hit album (in theaters Friday)
 	Bridgerton, a romance series about a family of eight siblings looking for love in Regency-era England (Season 3 premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	Blue Ruin, a novel by Hari Kunzru that follows an undocumented grocery deliverer in the U.S. who confronts his past dream of being an artist (out Tuesday)




Essay


Luca Zordan / Gallery Stock



Prom Dresses Are Just Dresses Now

By Hilary George-Parkin

Over the past decade or so, the style divisions among age groups have become far more fluid. Social media has flattened the landscape of influence, so people of all ages are being fed similar content. Retail, meanwhile, has moved away from age-specific brands toward fast-fashion sites and online stores with wide appeal. The assimilation is especially clear in prom style. Teens will wear just about any fancy adult look to the dance, whether it be a relatively casual dress you might see at an Easter brunch, or a jumpsuit fit for the red carpet. This has spurred an existential crisis in teen fashion: What even is a prom dress anymore?


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	It's not a rap beef. It's a cultural reckoning.
 	Steve Albini was proof you can change.
 	The great honeybee fallacy
 	Jerrod Carmichael Reality Show goes too far.
 	Six books that explore what's out there
 	The female-midlife-crisis novel
 	She was no "mammy."




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	"What happened to Stormy Daniels is not salacious," Quinta Jurecic writes.
 	Israel's PR-war pandemonium
 	This is helicopter protesting.




Photo Album


Rockets fly over the bell tower of Agios Markos church during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations on the Eastern Aegean island of Chios in 2008. (Yiorgos Karahalis / Reuters)



Each year, during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations in the village of Vrontados, members of two rival churches hold a traditional "rocket war" by firing thousands of homemade fireworks toward each other. These images show this year's battle, along with others from recent years.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Kids Can Bring to Conversations

One thing you quickly learn when speaking with a child: They're natural philosophers.

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.


"During most of my early adulthood, philosophy had little appeal to me," Elissa Strauss wrote in 2022. "As long as I treated people mostly kindly, what did it matter what I thought about right and wrong, or the nature of knowledge or the universe?"

"Until, of course, I had my first child." Strauss's son Augie "wanted to know things"--including the sorts of things she couldn't find much practical use for when she tried taking Philosophy 101 in college. Kids, she soon realized, are instinctive philosophers.

Today's newsletter takes a look at how kids speak and how to speak to them in moments of curiosity, joy, and conflict.



On Talking With Kids

Want to Understand Socrates and Sartre? Talk With Your Kid.

By Elissa Strauss

A new book asks us to consider that children might have a natural aptitude for grappling with our deepest philosophical questions. (From 2022)

Read the article.

How a Negotiation Expert Would Bargain With a Kid

By Joe Pinsker

Some tactical suggestions for managing volatile, sometimes nonsensical negotiation partners

Read the article.

Is It Wrong to Tell Kids to Apologize?

By Stephanie H. Murray

Some parents argue that forcing children to say they're sorry is useless or even harmful. The reality is more nuanced.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The one big thing you can do for your kids: The research shows that you probably have less effect on your kids than you think--with one major exception: Your love will make them happy.
 	Mister Rogers had a simple set of rules for talking to children: The TV legend possessed an extraordinary understanding of how kids make sense of language.




Other Diversions

	The end of the "photoshop fail"
 	The great honeybee fallacy
 	Prom dresses are just dresses now.




P.S.


Courtesy of Bob Nuber



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Bob Nuber, 68, from Chicago, wrote in: "Annual crane migrations, which endure despite centuries of habitat disruption by humans."

I'll continue to share your responses in the coming weeks. If you'd like to share, reply to this email with a photo and a short description so we can share your wonder with fellow readers in a future edition of this newsletter or on our website. Please include your name (initials are okay), age, and location. By doing so, you agree that The Atlantic has permission to publish your photo and publicly attribute the response to you, including your first name and last initial, age, and/or location that you share with your submission.

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/05/how-a-negotiation-expert-would-bargain-with-a-kid/678361/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Cat Who Saved Me

I will never owe another cat the debt that I owe her.

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.


I have had cats since I was a boy, and all of them were wonderful, but one of them left a mark on my life forever.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	"What happened to Stormy Daniels is not salacious," Quinta Jurecic writes.
 	Israel's PR-war pandemonium
 	The problem with America's protest feedback loop




A Special Presence

Almost 15 years ago, I was in bad shape. I was divorced, broke, drinking too much, and living in a dated walk-up next to a noisy bar. (It was only minutes from my young daughter, it had a nice view of the bay here in Newport, and I could afford it.) The local veterinary hospital was a few doors down; they always kept one or two adoptable animals in the window. One day, a gorgeous black cat, with a little white tuxedo patch and big gold-green eyes, showed up in a small cage. I stared at her for a while. She stared back patiently.

I wasn't taking very good care of myself at that moment, so I decided I couldn't take care of a cat. I walked on. For weeks, the cat sat there. For weeks, we stared at each other. One day, as I was deep in my cups, I took a walk with a friend and co-worker who also happened to be my next-door neighbor. "You look at that damn cat every day," he said. "Just go in and get it."

So I did.

The cat was called "RC" and she was a stray, but her preexisting spaying and good health showed that she'd once had a home. Now she was the queen of the animal clinic: Because of her gentle temperament, the staff would let her out of the cage after hours, and she would sit on their desks while they did their paperwork.

I picked her up. She looked at me as if to say: Yeah, I recognize you. You're the doofus who stared at me for weeks. I signed the papers and took her home. She was fluffy and black-haired, so I decided I would name her after Carla Tortelli from the show Cheers; thus, she became Carla T. Nichols. She explored the apartment quietly for a day or two, and then, one afternoon, I found her on my bed, stretched out on her back, paws up, purring. Yep, she was saying. This will do.

I was still deeply depressed, but every night, Carla would come and flake out over my keyboard as I struggled to work. That's enough of that, she seemed to say. And then we would go into the living room, where I would sit in a chair and Carla would sit on the armrest. (We've now both seen almost every episode of Law & Order.) Slowly, she added routine to my life, but mostly, we had lots of hours of doing nothing--the quiet time that can feel sort of desolate if you're alone, but like healing if you have the right company.

Soon, I started to see daylight. I met a woman named Lynn. I laid off the booze. I got help of various kinds.

Lynn started to come to the apartment more often, but Carla gave her a full examination before bestowing approval: That cat was not going to let some newcomer waltz in and wreck the careful feline therapy she'd been providing. Finally, Carla climbed on the pillows one morning and curled up around Lynn's head. Okay, she was saying. Lynn can stay.


Courtesy of Tom Nichols



My grade-schooler daughter was the other regular visitor, and Carla immediately decided that she was hers as well as mine. This was a cat who clearly had experience with children, and showed a kind of shepherding instinct whenever kids were around. She'd stay with them and circle them; she'd let them pull her tail and clumsily pat her head and other indignities most cats won't tolerate. She loved kids, and she especially seemed to love mine.

Lynn and I soon realized that this was no ordinary cat. I've had smart cats, and some who were lovable but not very bright. Carla was not a prodigy, but she had a unique presence that even strangers on social media could see when I posted clips or pictures. I can attribute this only to an emotional intelligence, the bond that some animals have with people that lets them suss out who's who and how we might be feeling. If you were sad, or sick, she was there. If the human vibes were happy, you could hear her purr from a room away.

Eventually, Lynn and I bloomed from friendship into love. Slowly, I put my life back in order, and Carla clearly thought that me getting on my feet was mostly her doing. It wasn't that simple, but I will say this: A man blessed with a concerned doctor, a dedicated counselor, a wise priest, a few good friends, and a great love in his life can overcome much. But a man with all of those and a marvelous cat can really cover a lot of distance.

I finally bought a house, and Lynn and I married. Just as she had done with the apartment, Carla inspected the new digs and said: I approve. Instantly, it was her house.

For more than a decade, it was the three of us, and Carla became Lynn's friend even more than mine. Much like a dog, Carla would trot around with Lynn during the day, and come if called. She would even wag her tail. (She would find this canine comparison insulting, of course.) When I would finally get up--I'm a night owl--Lynn would bring over a cappuccino and Carla would invariably accompany her, waiting for me to scoop up some foam on my finger for her to lick. Then my wife and her pal would go back to their day.

Carla had a remarkable sense of time and schedule. When I would teach in Boston, she'd sit in the window at the time she knew I'd return. She would show up at the same time every night to escort Lynn to bed; later, and always at almost the exact same time, she would meow at me until I carried her around on my shoulder while locking up the house. (Unlike some cats, she liked hugs. She would have sat on my shoulder all day if I'd let her.)

And although she had a bowl of food available all day, we shared our human dinner with her in a daily ritual. Carla would rouse from her afternoon nap and find us almost at the moment the clock struck five, with a look that asked: What are we having today? Is it steak? I like steak. Or chicken? Chicken's good too.

Then came the day she literally saved my life--and Lynn's.

My house was built in 1956, back before the local authorities in my small town enforced bothersome things such as building codes and safety regulations. Some genius had decided to balance the fireplace with wooden shims (which were hidden behind bricks). Over the decades, they burned away and dropped hot embers on floor beams.

The day after Christmas, six years ago, Carla jumped on our heads in bed. Wake up wake up wake up.

We figured she was just being testy about breakfast. Lynn headed downstairs--but, strangely, Carla stayed in the bedroom. A moment later, Lynn was back: "I smell smoke." I grumbled and went two floors down to the basement, where I was startled to find a small lick of flame shooting from a ceiling panel. I grabbed our kitchen extinguisher and sprayed it; smoke gushed from the ceiling. I was minutes from being dead. I ran up to the kitchen just as the smoke alarms finally tripped on. We called 911.

Lynn dashed back upstairs looking for Carla, and there she was, calmly sitting on the bed. I told you to wake up. I wasn't kidding. They stayed safe in the car while I ran around in the winter cold, my panic growing as I watched the fire department battle a fire that destroyed almost a quarter of my home.

The fire marshal later told us that if Carla hadn't bought us that extra time, the fire--which hadn't immediately tripped the smoke alarms, because it was caught between the floor and ceiling--would have broken through and engulfed the house (and us). He told us that cats are usually casualties of house fires because they hide out of fear and can't be found in time. Carla, however, alerted us and then waited for us to come get her.

While the house was being repaired, we all spent a month in a hotel. Carla would tell you that it was the best time of her life: her people, a bed, food, and a litter box--all in the same two rooms? Kitty nirvana.

My daughter grew up, and Carla started sleeping in her room, as some cats will do once the kids they love go away. Grandchildren arrived; Carla adopted them. Our schedules changed as we all got older, and Carla began checking on me in the mornings if I wasn't awake by a certain time. She also developed some separation anxiety: If one of us left the house or traveled, Carla would stick to the other one like a furry hunk of superglue. I don't like this. I want to be with you both. I liked that hotel thing; can we do that again?

And then came the warning signs. Carla started to lose a lot of weight. She developed thyroid and kidney issues. The light began to go out of her eyes. The night before I took her back to the same small office where I'd found her, I made a fire--she'd become a big fan of those as her arthritis worsened--and she climbed in my lap. She purred and bumped her head into my face, and then she went and sat quietly nearby as we watched television, just like the old days. It felt like a goodbye. I think she knew.

The next day, our vet confirmed that there was little more we could do for Carla without tormenting her. I held her on my shoulder one last time as they gave her the first shot. Lynn and I stroked her head and whispered to her during the second shot, and our tears soaked her fur. And then she was gone.

We haven't yet gotten used to a house without Carla in it. Like many who've lost a pet, we both still think we see her out of the corner of our eye. I still automatically look into my daughter's room to see if she's there. We still expect her at dinner, and Lynn still waits for her to come and say: Time for bed, let's go. Eventually, we'll welcome new animals into our home, and I'm sure we will love them. But Carla was a little friend unlike any I'd ever had--and I doubt I will ever owe another cat the debt that I owe her.

Related:

	Why a dog's death hits so hard
 	Pets really can be like human family.




Today's News

	The United Nations General Assembly overwhelmingly approved a resolution that says that Palestinians qualify for full-member status at the UN. The U.S. voted against the measure.
 	A federal appeals court upheld the conviction of Steve Bannon, Trump's former adviser, for defying a subpoena from the House January 6 committee.
 	Yesterday, Stormy Daniels finished her testimony in Donald Trump's hush-money criminal trial; the judge also rejected a second mistrial request from the former president's lawyers.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: ElevenLabs, an AI company that specializes in replicating voices, is ushering in a new era of deepfake audio, Damon Beres writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Gal Beckerman interviews Meghan O'Rourke about her favorite books on sickness and health.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Gabriela Pesqueira. Source: Dimarik / Getty.



Against Sunscreen Absolutism

By Rowan Jacobsen

Australia is a country of abundant sunshine, but the skin of most Australians is better adapted to gloomy England than the beaches of Brisbane ... A 1980s ad campaign advised Australians to "Slip, Slop, Slap"--if you had to go out in the sun, slip on a shirt, slop on some sunscreen, and slap on a hat. The only safe amount of sun was none at all.
 Then, in 2023, a consortium of Australian public-health groups did something surprising: It issued new advice that takes careful account, for the first time, of the sun's positive contributions ... "Completely avoiding sun exposure is not optimal for health," read the groups' position statement, which extensively cites a growing body of research. Yes, UV rays cause skin cancer, but for some, too much shade can be just as harmful as too much sun.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Did something happen to our necks?
 	The end of the "Photoshop fail"
 	Prom dresses are just dresses now.
 	The future of electric cars hinges on a dongle.
 	Many Indians don't trust their elections anymore.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Daniel Stier.



Listen. In the latest episode of Radio Atlantic, our staff writer Charlie Warzel describes what happened when he cloned his own voice.

Read. All Fours, by the interdisciplinary artist Miranda July, is a female-midlife-crisis novel filled with estrangement, eroticism, and whimsy.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Weird World of AI Voice Replicas

ElevenLabs is ushering in a new era of deepfake audio.

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.


It's a good bet that the generative-AI era will be stranger than anyone expects. In a new feature for The Atlantic, my colleague Charlie Warzel profiles ElevenLabs, an AI company that specializes in replicating voices.

"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," Charlie writes. "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."

You may have already encountered ElevenLabs' technology without realizing it. The Atlantic and The Washington Post use the software to produce audio versions of some stories. Nike cloned the NBA star Luka Doncic's voice with the software for a recent marketing campaign. New York City Mayor Eric Adams's office used it to mimic the politician's voice for multilingual robocalls. And a gun-control nonprofit used it to re-create the voices of children killed in the Parkland school shooting.

The company has established safeguards in an attempt to head off nefarious usage, but it's reasonable to expect surprises. As Charlie writes, "There are simply too many motivated people constantly searching for ways to use these tools in strange, unexpected, even dangerous ways."

-- Damon Beres, senior editor




Daniel Stier for The Atlantic



ElevenLabs Is Building an Army of Voice Clones

By Charlie Warzel

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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	AI in politics is so much bigger than deepfakes: "Presidential campaigns have long tailored their ads and emails to specific groups. Now any politician can," Jacob Stern writes.




P.S.

Apple received a ton of blowback this week for a new iPad commercial that, to many viewers, seemed like an uncomfortable reminder of generative AI's threats to human creativity: It depicts a variety of artistic tools getting crushed in a hydraulic press, leaving a new tablet behind. "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 ... But good Lord, Apple, read the room," I wrote with Charlie this week. (The company apologized yesterday for the ad.)

-- Damon
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The 'Lurid Metaphors' of Illness

Meghan O'Rourke recommends her favorite books about sickness and health.

by Gal Beckerman




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Sickness, like love and grief, is a universal part of the human condition--but it also feels completely subjective, so much so that conveying the accompanying sensations and emotions can be hard. Doctors sometimes ask patients to rate their pain on a scale of 1 to 10: Are you at a 5 or an 8? My mind always freezes in such moments. How can I know what 5 is if I don't know what 10 feels like?

In Meghan O'Rourke's much acclaimed 2022 book, The Invisible Kingdom, she combined her own medical experiences and copious research to try to understand chronic illnesses, a category of sickness that often evades medicine's established definitions and classifications. These conditions can be capricious and are too frequently overlooked; patients constantly need to assert and prove themselves to a disbelieving world. It made perfect sense, then, for O'Rourke to write for The Atlantic's June issue about a new cultural history of hypochondria, Caroline Crampton's A Body Made of Glass. The health anxieties we think of today as hypochondria have a rich genealogy, and as O'Rourke writes, "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." I wanted to talk to O'Rourke about the books she thinks have most successfully confronted that elusiveness.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Listen to what they're chanting
 	Miranda July's weird road trip
 	Six books that explore what's out there
 	Some late-breaking adjustments to my autobiography




This interview has been condensed and edited for clarity.

Gal Beckerman: Your essay explores the fascinating medical history of our changing understanding of hypochondria. I'm wondering if there are other history books on illness or medicine you might recommend--titles that give us a sense of how some concepts we take for granted have evolved?

Meghan O'Rourke: One of my favorite books about illness and medicine is Susan Sontag's Illness as Metaphor, which asks us to reexamine the stories we tell ourselves, as a society, about illnesses we don't understand. As she puts it, "Any important disease whose causality is murky, and for which treatment is ineffectual, tends to be awash in significance." Sontag was interested in how, in the 1960s and '70s, breast cancer was associated with emotional repression, such that people diagnosed with the condition faced a kind of moralizing attempt to explain the root of their disease. She traces the impulse, in modern Western society, to tell a story about the kinds of people who live with a given illness to tuberculosis, which was once thought to be a disease for "romantic" or artistic people. Illness as Metaphor is often read mistakenly as an argument that we shouldn't talk about disease by using metaphorical language. But Sontag was really trying to capture cultural metaphors, not ones any individual uses to describe pain, say. As she puts it, powerfully, "It is hardly possible to take up one's residence in the kingdom of the ill unprejudiced by the lurid metaphors with which it has been landscaped." The "lurid metaphors" are those that get in the way of our understanding, on a society-wide level, that a disease is a biological phenomenon rather than a story we tell about that phenomenon. You can see them clustering around long COVID right now. We use them when we don't understand a condition very well; writing my book, I was told by many people I interviewed that a person with autoimmune disease is usually a "type A" woman at war with herself. I find this entanglement of biology and storytelling fascinating, as did Sontag.

Beckerman: It seems memoirs that capture the experience of being sick have become their own mini-genre recently. Any in particular you like?

O'Rourke: There are many I like, but I adore Sarah Manguso's The Two Kinds of Decay, about receiving a diagnosis of an unusual and very debilitating autoimmune disease when she was a college student. It's funny, poetic, and insightful.

Beckerman: Fiction, because of its ability to capture subjectivity, is, I imagine, particularly good at telling us what it's like to be ill. Any novels that come to mind for you in this vein?

O'Rourke: I'm currently reading Garth Greenwell's forthcoming Small Rain, which has some fantastic writing about confronting our own imperiled embodiment. It's a novel about a poet living in Iowa City who experiences a sudden catastrophic health event and endures a terrifying subsequent hospital stay; he learns from the intensive-care doctors that he almost died, and his world is turned upside down. What's most interesting to me about it are the observations of what it is like to adjust to a painful new reality about your own existence. He couples these with a kind of "close reading" of the hospital's ecosystem, noting all its absurdities and awfulness, but also acts of tenderness.

Some of the best things I've read on illness are actually journals or diaries: Alphonse Daudet's In the Land of Pain, which collects journal fragments about living with late-stage syphilis in the late 19th century, or W. N. P. Barbellion's account of living with and slowly dying from worsening multiple sclerosis, The Journal of a Disappointed Man. Barbellion was an avid naturalist. He began the diary when he was young, and so the book dramatizes--vividly--the way illness affects one's hunger for life and possibility and can lead to radical insight. It's a very beautiful book.

Beckerman: And finally, more generally, is there one book you would thrust into someone's hands for understanding how to do this wonderful mix of memoir, history, and cultural analysis that you achieve in your own work?

O'Rourke: Margo Jefferson is a nonfiction writer who manages to combine the three in an always inventive and surprising way; Negroland is a masterpiece. I am also a big admirer of Eula Biss's On Immunity: An Inoculation--an excellent, and brief, investigation of vaccine hesitancy, tied to her own experiences of raising a young son in a culture obsessed with wellness.




Hypochondria Never Dies

By Meghan O'Rourke

The diagnosis is officially gone, but health anxiety is everywhere.

Read the full article.

What to Read

Codeine Diary, by Tom Andrews

Andrews, who died three years after this book was published, was a poet working at the University of Michigan when he slipped and fell on some ice--a nasty experience for anybody but a dangerous one for a hemophiliac like Andrews. Codeine Diary is an account of his hospitalization, of his brother's death from kidney failure, and also of Andrews's (successful) childhood attempt to get into the Guinness Book of World Records for clapping without a break. The whole book is funny and refreshingly free of self-pity, but Andrews's descriptions of his extended hospital stays are most rewarding. He recounts tales of carefully befriending the nurses and trying to get pain medication (a labyrinthine task, he explains: "If the patient is able to find language, however inadequate ... the doctor may take that very articulateness as a sign that the pain must not be as bad as the patient is letting on"). He and his wife pass the time by reading Waiting for Godot out loud during his stays; meanwhile, Andrews tries to figure out how to document the rich and sterile tedium of the place. "Sometimes the carapace of cliche that enshrouds the imagination seems impenetrable," he writes, sincere tongue planted firmly in cheek, as he tries to compose a poem. But this book, at least, is wholly free of cliche.  -- B. D. McClay

From our list: Seven books that actually capture what sickness is like

Out Next Week

? My First Book, by Honor Levy

? Challenger, by Adam Higginbotham


? Blue Ruin, by Hari Kunzru


Your Weekend Read


Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Arturo Holmes / MG23 / Getty; Carmen Mandato / Getty; Astrida Valigorsky / Getty.



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

By Spencer Kornhaber

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 Kendrick 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.

Read the full article.



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


Explore all of our newsletters.
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The Book You're Reading Might Be Wrong

Most nonfiction isn't fact-checked. The Kristi Noem saga could change that--but it probably won't.

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.


If Kristi Noem never actually met the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un, then how did that anecdote make it into her memoir? The answer, after these three stories from The Atlantic:

	It's not a rap beef. It's a cultural reckoning.
 	Trump flaunts his corruption.
 	Who really has brain worms?




The Art of the Check

The newsletter you're reading right now was reviewed by a fact-checker named Sam. Sam spent about an hour this afternoon scrutinizing my words and sentences, and making sure the quotes from my interviews match my recordings. You know what probably didn't get that kind of review? The book on your nightstand. Or, as it happens, Noem's new memoir.

Book publishers don't employ fact-checking teams, and they don't require a full fact-check before publication. Instead, a book is usually reviewed only by editors and copy editors--people who shape the story's structure, word choice, and grammar. An editor might catch something incorrect in the process, and a lawyer might examine some claims in the book to ensure that the publisher won't be sued for defamation. But that's it. University presses typically use a peer-review process that helps screen for any factual errors. But in publishing more broadly, no one checks every date, quote, or description. It works this way at all of the Big Five publishers, which include HarperCollins, Simon & Schuster, Penguin Random House, Hachette, and Macmillan. (None of these publishers responded to my requests for comment.)

Whaaat?! you might be thinking, spitting that Thursday glass of merlot all over your screen as every book you've ever read flashes before your eyes. Was it all a lie? The answer is no. But books absolutely do go out into the world containing factual errors. For most books, and especially for memoirs, "it's up to the author to turn in a manuscript that is accurate," Jane Friedman, a publishing-industry reporter, told me.

A few writers will go out and pay for their own fact-checker. Many don't--including, evidently, Noem, who, as you may have heard by now, shot her dog in a gravel pit. That incident, which the South Dakota governor wrote about in her memoir, No Going Back, seems to be true. But a passage about the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un is probably not. In the book, Noem claims to have met Kim during a congressional trip where he "underestimated" her. At least one former congressional staffer has said that that meeting never happened. And after being questioned about it, Noem's office said it would be correcting a few errors in the book.

A simple fact-check could have prevented this particular embarrassment for Noem: A checker would have called others who were part of the delegation to verify whether the meeting had taken place. So why don't publishers fact-check, to avoid this problem in the first place? From the publisher's perspective, hiring a team of checkers is "a huge expense," Friedman said--it would "destroy the profitability" of some books. And there are logistical challenges: Fact-checking memoirs, for example, can be difficult, because you're dealing with people's memories. But magazines do it all the time.

If authors want their work checked, they generally have to pay for it themselves. Many of my Atlantic colleagues have hired fact-checkers to review their books. But the process is cumbersome and expensive--the editorial equivalent of an "intensive colonoscopy," as one colleague described it to me recently. The checker pores over every word and sentence of the book, using multiple sources to back up each fact. She listens to all of the author's audio, reviews transcripts, and calls people to verify quotes. The whole process can take several weeks. One fact-checker I spoke with charges $5,000 to $8,000 for a standard nonfiction book. Others charge more. It makes sense, then, that, as Friedman said, the number of authors who opt for independent fact-checking "is minuscule."

So what of Noem's book? Her publisher, Center Street, which is a conservative imprint of Hachette, had a decision to make when the error was discovered: It could conduct an emergency recall of Noem's books, pulling all of them back from bookstores and Amazon warehouses around the country, and print new, accurate copies, Kathleen Schmidt, a public-relations professional who writes the Substack newsletter Publishing Confidential, explained to me. But that would have been incredibly difficult, she said, given the logistics and extreme expense of both shipping and paper. Center Street issued a statement saying it would remove the Kim anecdote from the audio and ebook versions of No Going Back, as well as from any future reprints. (Noem's team did not reply to a request for comment about her fact-checking process.)

This means that, for now, Noem's book, which was officially released on Tuesday, will exist in the world as is. Many people will buy it, read it, and accept as fact that Noem once met--and was underestimated by--Kim Jong Un.

Books have always had a certain heft to them--sometimes literally, but also metaphorically. We tend to believe a book's contents by virtue of their vessel. "People might be a little less likely to do that if they understood that the publisher is basically just publishing whatever the author said was correct," Friedman told me.

Maybe this latest incident will spark a change in the publishing industry--but it probably won't. For now, people should think critically about everything they read, remembering, Friedman said, "that [books] are fallible--as fallible as anything else."

Related:

	The blurb problem keeps getting worse.
 	The wrath of Goodreads




Today's News

	Last night, President Joe Biden said that if Israel launches a large-scale invasion of Rafah, a city in southern Gaza, the U.S. would stop supplying Israel with certain weapons and artillery shells.
 	House Democrats overwhelmingly joined Republicans in rejecting Representative Majorie Taylor Greene's motion to oust House Speaker Mike Johnson.
 	Barron Trump, Donald Trump's 18-year-old son, was selected to be a Florida delegate at the Republican National Convention, where he will participate in nominating his father for president.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Scientists are debating whether concepts such as memory, consciousness, and communication can be applied beyond the animal kingdom, Zoe Schlanger writes.
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: 50 years ago, the architect Peter Blake questioned everything he thought he knew about modern building, Sam Fentress writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Vartika Sharma for The Atlantic



A Fundamental Stage of Human Reproduction Is Shifting

By Katherine J. Wu

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What you need to know about making a good impression
 	Watch Apple trash-compact human culture.
 	The biggest way that elections have consequences




Culture Break


The Atlantic



Listen. The trailer for How to Know What's Real, a new season of the How To podcast series (out on Monday). Co-hosts Megan Garber and Andrea Valdez explore deepfakes, illusions, misinformation, and more.

Read. The writer dream hampton thinks hip-hop is broken. But she can't stop trying to fix it, Spencer Kornhaber wrote last year.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

A ton of inbreeding is required to produce purebred dogs--and it's causing serious health problems for them, according to a recent New York Times column by Alexandra Horowitz, a cognitive scientist. Your Frenchie's parents are likely more closely related than half-siblings! Your golden retriever might have parents that are genetically as close as siblings! Such inbreeding has consequences: A pug's skull shape makes breathing difficult. German shepherds are prone to hip dysplasia. "As a species, we are so attached to the idea that we should be able to buy a dog who looks however we like--flat of face or fancy of coat--that we are willing to overlook the consequences" for them, Horowitz writes.

-- 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 Limits of Utopia

Fifty years ago, the architect Peter Blake questioned everything he thought he knew about modern design.

by Sam Fentress




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.


Some 50 years ago, the architect and writer Peter Blake put himself on trial in the pages of The Atlantic. In a dramatic monologue equal parts polemic and confession, he pled guilty to having once upheld what he had come to see as the false precepts of architectural modernism: the insistence that a building's design should express its function; the utopian faith in urban planning, giant public-housing towers, and prefabricated houses; even the presumption that cities--in new costumes of glass, steel, and concrete--would be the sites of an improved future civilization. A modernist by training, Blake believed that the movement had failed to produce either a more beautiful or a more equitable world in the postwar decades--and this failure necessitated a reconsideration of modernism's basic tenets. Did form really follow function, or was that just a shibboleth? "The premises upon which we have almost literally built our world are crumbling," he wrote, "and our superstructure is crumbling with them."

The disillusionment had set in gradually. Blake, originally Blach, was born in 1920 to a Jewish family in Berlin. Following the rise of National Socialism, he, his mother, and his father all separately made their way to the United States; the Nazis eventually murdered many of their family members and neighbors. Before deploying in the war, Blake apprenticed as an architect in Philadelphia and began freelancing for Architectural Forum. In New York, the magazine's headquarters, he became acquainted with the avant-garde: not just architects but painters, writers, furniture designers, and more.

Already there was grumbling about modernism. In 1948, responding to a takedown of the movement by The New Yorker's architecture critic, Lewis Mumford, the young Blake sat on a Museum of Modern Art panel posing the question "What is happening to modern architecture?" A number of luminaries (all men) presented their case, but the report published in the museum's bulletin concluded that the problem "remained unsolved."

The issue became even more pressing in the next two decades as cities embraced programs of "urban renewal." City officials, attracted by a veneer of novelty and efficiency, turned to modernist structures as a way to rehabilitate deteriorating low-income tracts of land--neighborhoods to which Black tenants were steadily relegated as the postwar federal government focused on subsidizing home ownership for white citizens. Public-housing projects, built on slum land that planners cleared using federal money, became avatars of modern design. (See the "tower in a park" units that became one of the prime targets of Blake's 1974 polemic.)

After the war, criticism of modernism festered. Mumford found the modernists cold and impersonal; their buildings were too much like machines, neglecting "the feelings, the sentiments, and the interests of the person who was to occupy" them, he wrote. In 1961, Jane Jacobs, Blake's former colleague at Architectural Forum, accused misguided planners of alienating cities from their "everyday diversity of uses and users" in The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Her field-upheaving book became the bible for skeptics of urban uniformity. "Does anyone suppose," she wrote, "that, in real life, answers to any of the great questions that worry us today are going to come out of homogeneous settlements?"

In his 1974 essay for The Atlantic, Blake echoed Jacobs's preference for density--and especially her disdain for the wide-open plazas that typically accompanied modern corporate skyscrapers. "The one sure way to kill cities," he wrote, "is to turn their ground floors into great, spacious expanses of nothing." But he also went further than Jacobs. In the essay's final section, he wondered whether cities themselves were necessary to the future of humanity. In wealthy countries, he pointed out, developing technologies were rendering "many face-to-face communications unnecessary." This wasn't the world he was sure he desired, but in atoning for his generation's sins, he pushed himself to the rhetorical limit:

Pretty soon the majority of Americans, and of people in other, industrialized nations, will be living in vast suburban tracts ... our old downtown areas will become tourist attractions, probably operated by Walt Disney Enterprises, and kept much cleaner and safer and prettier by the Disney people than our present bureaucracies maintain them now.


His hypothetical became only more feverish:

They will become quaint historic sites, like Siena and Carcassonne and the mad castles of Ludwig of Bavaria, visited by suburbanites on package tours conducted by tape-recorded tourist guides. Rockefeller Center and other beauty spots will be viewed as quaint shrines erected by earlier and more primitive civilizations; and the only housing in these vacation spots will be Hilton Hotels or Howard Johnson's Motor Inns, plus a few ghettos containing workers needed to clean the sidewalks and change the light bulbs.


Blake's assault on modernism coincided with New York City's economy teetering on the edge of collapse. The city had indebted itself precariously for years to balance the budget, but its then-mayor, Abe Beame, was running the city's credit further into the ground with a spree of short-term borrowing. In November 1974, soon after The Atlantic published Blake's essay, Beame announced the largest round of city-employee layoffs since the Great Depression.

Remarkably, Beame found time to personally respond to Blake. In a letter published in The Atlantic's November 1974 issue, he expressed exasperation with several of Blake's arguments. But Beame saved his greatest ire for Blake's broader pessimism about cities. Electronic technology would never fully replace face-to-face communication, Beame knew from the regular walks he took around his neighborhood. "You can't get that kind of human contact and enrichment out of a tube!"

Blake's essay reflected the panicked condition of New York; it also marked the frenzied peak of a decades-long critique of modernism. In the years that followed, the movement's shortcomings were deployed to justify the demolition of welfare programs, city planning, and (in the most literal sense) public housing. In his attempt to resuscitate New York's economy, Beame's successor, Ed Koch, poured money into private development, subsidizing the construction of luxury apartment buildings and corporate high-rises, some of which became New York's classically "postmodern" structures.

More recently, some politicians in New York State have been debating legislation they hope will spark a construction boom akin to that of the modernist postwar decades; one recent bill proposes the creation of a "social housing" authority that would prioritize affordable units. In New York City, the linked crises of housing and homelessness are as pressing as ever, and many of the questions Blake and Jacobs wrestled with remain: Is more housing supply the way out? If so, who will build it? If private developers, can Americans trust them with our tax dollars?

Lingering as well is the question contained in the arc of Blake's career: What does one find after turning away from the vision of an ideal city? In a memoir near the end of his life, Blake wrote fondly, if apprehensively, of the political idealism of the 1930s and 1940s, reserving his criticism for the excesses of corporate capitalism (to which some modern architects, he believed, had fallen prey) and authoritarianism (which he had come to see, in postwar-liberal fashion, as a symptom of idealism itself). By the end of his career, Blake was more than prepared to forfeit the dream of a perfectly built world in favor of reality's chaotic and diverse one. He often invoked this paraphrase of Mumford: "Life is really more interesting than utopia."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/05/the-limits-of-utopia/678339/?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 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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        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024 (20 photos)
        The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images in its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries in seven categories, including Birds, Mammals, Other Animals, Plants & Fungi, Landscapes, and Nature's Studio. Contest organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us below.

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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        Photos From the 2024 Westminster Dog Show (24 photos)
        The 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show took place in New York City over the past week, showcasing more than 3,000 dogs of 200 different breeds and varieties. This year's Best in Show was awarded to a miniature poodle named Sage. Gathered below are images from this year's competition, held at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center.
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        Photos of the Week: Grim Reaper, Wicker Man, Met Gala (35 photos)
        The ruins of a mountain monastery in Turkey, tornado damage in Oklahoma, a dress rehearsal for the Eurovision Song Contest in Sweden, devastating floods in southern Brazil, a drone expo in South Korea, ongoing Russian drone attacks in Ukraine, camel rides in a Chinese desert, fireflies on a forest trail in Taiwan, and much more
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        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	12:29 PM ET
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            	In Focus

        


        
            The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images in its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries in seven categories, including Birds, Mammals, Other Animals, Plants & Fungi, Landscapes, and Nature's Studio. Contest organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A penguin swims just beneath the surface of an ocean wave as it is about to crash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfing the Wave. First Place, Birds. Gentoo penguin, Sea Lion Island, Falkland Islands. Gentoos are the fastest swimmers among penguins and agile enough to surf breaking waves.
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                Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An ibex stands on a rocky cliff, its eyes shut as wind-driven snow flies around.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eyes Shut and Waiting for Spring. Second Place, Mammals. Alpine ibex are perfectly adapted to the inhospitable conditions at high elevations and can even survive severe winter storms.
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                Flurin Leugger / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very pale series of arch-like rainbows appears in fog above water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fog Bow. Eighth Place, Landscapes. A fog bow, seen on a 2023 expedition cruise along the Denmark Strait in East Greenland.
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                Reinhard Huber / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two small birds in flight, seen in silhouette against both light and dark patches of sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerobatics in Morning Light. Second Place, Nature's Studio. In the warm glow of the morning sun in the Wadden Sea, a pair of wagtails chase each other through the air.
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                Christian Brinkmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a thin strip of blue water in a small valley among sand dunes, with a rounded, darker-colored bank at bottom that makes the whole scene look like a stylized painting of an eye.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eye of the Desert. Fourth Place, Nature's Studio. Dune landscape in Lencois Maranhenses, Brazil. The formation resembles an eye with a green pupil and an eyelid.
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                Martin Koppert / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The face of a cheetah, seen feeding on the leg of a fallen zebra.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the Eye of the Cheetah. Eighth Place, Mammals. "But cheetahs don't kill zebras!" proclaimed our astounded guide in Madikwe, South Africa. But this cheetah with three adolescents in tow managed to do just that.
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                Monika Morlak / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A fog-shrouded landscape, backdropped by sunlit mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Foggy Morning in Bavaria. Third Place (tie), Landscapes. A view of Bavarian mountains in the early morning sun while low-lying regions remain shrouded in fog.
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                Ulrike Eisenmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: About a dozen swans stand together on a snow-covered frozen lake, as another swan flies in for a landing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Incoming. Second Place, Birds. Whooper swans, seen during a snowstorm on a frozen lake in Hokkaido, Japan.
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                Marion Vollborn / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tiny crab stands amid a network of many paths formed by discarded pellets of sand scattered about.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crab Art. Sventh Place, Nature's Studio. A striking formation on a beach in Malaysia. Sand-bubbler crabs sift through sand searching for food. Discarded grains are rolled into pellets to ensure the same sand isn't sifted twice.
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                Jan Piecha / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird flies toward a house's eave that is full of at least four other combative birds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Greedy Kestrels. Seventh Place, Birds. Just a few days before fledging, Dortmund, 2023.
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                Peter Lindel / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a frost-covered flower in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Frosty Bell(e). Second Place, Plants and Fungi. A pasqueflower on a frosty morning.
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                Sigi Zang / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Many small birds stand, facing the same direction, toward the camera, seen at ground-level.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Morning Roll Call. Third Place, Birds. Black skimmers (Rynchops niger) on the east coast of Florida.
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                Jens Kahlert / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Charred and glowing tree trunks stand on a hillside during a forest fire, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Inferno. Third Place (tie), Landscapes. Glowing trunks of a spruce forest, in which flames repeatedly flare up; first night of the 2022 wildfire in the Elbe Sandstone Mountains.
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                Tobias Richter / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of the internal structure of an ice floe, showing many parallel lines]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Structures. Fifth Place, Nature's Studio. A lateral view into an ice floe at Fjallsarlon, Iceland.
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                Susanne Barkmann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Part of a rainbow appears to hang in a distant U-shaped valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lapporten. Tenth Place, Landscapes. Lapporten is a striking U-shaped valley in Lapland, just outside Abisko National Park.
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                Klaus Bombach / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A swimming duck tries to grab a small mussel that gets away from it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Predator and Prey. Ninth Place, Birds, and Prize of the Jury winner. An eider drake tries in vain to snatch a mussel in Kieler Forde.
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                Jan Sohler / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two mushrooms stand among green plants, their tops covered in long hairlike mold structures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bonnet Mold. Fifth Place, Plants and Fungi. Bonnet with bonnet mold. This widespread pin mold primarily parasitizes this particular group of fungi.
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                Matthias Huther / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mudskipper leaps, seen at ground level.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mudflats at Sunset. Fifth Place, Other Animals. A blue-spotted mudskipper at sunset on a mudflat in Malaysia.
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                Jan Piecha / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Light fog lingers over a lush river landscape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Early Morning in the Mulde Floodplain. Sixth Place, Special Category: All Things Flow--Germany's River Landscapes. The photograph shows a tributary of the Mulde in early morning light.
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                Kevin Pronnecke / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A leopard seal swims beneath a floating piece of ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Leopard. Tenth Place, Mammals. Antarctica is one of the most fragile ecosystems on Earth and home to some extremely unusual creatures. The leopard seal is one of only two apex predators in Antarctica and often found foraging in ice-covered waters. Although the seals feed mainly on krill, they also prey on juvenile seals and penguins chicks entering the water for the first time after fledging at the end of the austral summer.
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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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        Photos From the 2024 Westminster Dog Show

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 15, 2024

            	24 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show took place in New York City over the past week, showcasing more than 3,000 dogs of 200 different breeds and varieties. This year's Best in Show was awarded to a miniature poodle named Sage. Gathered below are images from this year's competition, held at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dog makes a big splash in a pool after jumping in.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog splashes down during the Dock Diving event at the 148th annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show at USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center, in New York City, on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: Four pugs stand beside their handlers at a dog show.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pugs stand in the judging area during the 2024 Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show at Arthur Ashe Stadium, in New York City, on May 13, 2024.
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                Timothy A. Clary / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small dog winces as it is brushed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A papillon named Joshua during a grooming session on day one of the Westminster Kennel Club Dog show on May 13, 2024
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                Anthony Behar / Sipa USA / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a sheepdog's face, its tongue sticking out, its eyes hidden under long fur, and hair ties holding some of its muzzle fur]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An old English sheepdog rests inside the grooming tent on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog herds a group of five ducks during a competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog herds ducks into a cage at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center on May 11, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Kena Betancur / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dog leaps above a swimming pool, trying to bite a frisbee that has just been thrown.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs compete during Canine Celebration Day on May 11, 2024, in Queens, New York.
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                Roy Rochlin / Getty for Westminster Kennel Club
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: At least two people pet a wrinkly, resting dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People pet a shar pei during the show on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A handler grooms a fluffy white dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A samoyed is readied inside the grooming tent on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A shaggy sheepdog trots behind a handler.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Bergamasco sheepdog runs in the judging area on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a small dog's face]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Brussels griffon stands in the benching area during the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A woman with a large white wig stands beside a white dog on a grooming table.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is prepared for the show on May 13, 2024.
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                Lokman Vural Elibol / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person takes a picture of a pug wearing a flowery hat and a tutu.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pug named Fatty Patty poses for her owner on day one of the show, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A Boston terrier leaps over an obstacle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sparrow, a Boston terrier from Lowell, Michigan, competes in the Non-Sporting Group during the 148th Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A half-dozen dogs stand with their handlers in a waiting area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs stand, gathered with their handlers during the show, on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog leaps and turns, running through an obstacle course.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog participates in Masters Agility Championship Preliminaries on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog with very long hair walks on an artificial grass surface in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Comet, a shih tzu, competes in breed group judging on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A dog lies on its side while being groomed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is groomed at Arthur Ashe Stadium on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A golden retriever sitting beside its handler appears to smile.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A golden retriever and its handler wait to compete in breed group judging on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A person runs beside an Afghan hound in front of judges and an audience.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Handler Willy Santiago competes with the Afghan hound Zaida during breed group judging on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: Several handlers kneel down beside their Irish setters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Irish setters are prepared for competition on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: A dog stands on a grooming table.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is readied for the show on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A tiny dog runs beside its handler.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs compete during the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show on May 13, 2024.
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                Mike Stobe / Getty for Westminster Kennel Club
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dog rests, with a small fan pointed directly at it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Quan, a chow chow from New York, cools down before competing on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A well-groomed black poodle stands in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sage, a miniature poodle from Houston, Texas, stands before winning the Best in Show group during the annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, at Arthur Ashe Stadium, on May 14, 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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        Photos of the Week: Grim Reaper, Wicker Man, Met Gala

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 10, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The ruins of a mountain monastery in Turkey, tornado damage in Oklahoma, a dress rehearsal for the Eurovision Song Contest in Sweden, devastating floods in southern Brazil, a drone expo in South Korea, ongoing Russian drone attacks in Ukraine, camel rides in a Chinese desert, fireflies on a forest trail in Taiwan, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A performer hangs beneath a huge cluster of glowing green balloons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer floats above supporters, attached to a cluster of helium balloons, above the Marques do Pombal square in Lisbon, on May 6, 2024, to celebrate the champions of the Portuguese football league.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Patricia De Melo Moreira / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A swarm of fireflies along a forest trail]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A long-exposure photo shows a swarm of fireflies on Longgang Trail in Keelung, Taiwan, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: A long-exposure image of people walking in circles around a courtyard while carrying candles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ethiopian Orthodox Christian pilgrims hold candles during a ceremony of the Holy Fire at the Deir Al-Sultan Monastery on the roof of the Holy Sepulchre Church in Jerusalem's Old City on May 4, 2024, on the eve of Orthodox Easter.
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                [image: A performer poses with their hair teased out high and wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gwendoline Christie poses at the Met Gala, an annual fundraiser held for the benefit of the Metropolitan Museum of Art's Costume Institute, in New York City on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a person wearing a shimmering full-body garment]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anok Yai attends the 2024 Met Gala at New York City's Metropolitan Museum of Art, on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of floating solar panels on the surface of a lake in a very flat landscape]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of floating solar panels placed on the surface of a lake in Majiatan Town, Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region of China, on May 6, 2024
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                [image: Many tourists ride lines of camels that zig-zag along trails into a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists ride camels at the Mingsha Mountain and Crescent Spring scenic spot on May 3, 2024, in Dunhuang, Jiuquan City, Gansu province, China.
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                [image: Two people walk on a long hanging pedestrian bridge among trees--the bridge is made of living tree roots and branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Khasi tribal villagers walk across a root bridge in the village of Mawkyrnot, in India's northeastern state of Meghalaya, on May 9, 2024.
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                [image: A drummer performs as a large wicker figure goes up in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drummer performs as the Wicker Man burns during the Celtic fire festival of Beltain in Waterlooville, England, on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Two soldiers stand on shore, looking out toward an explosion on the ocean's surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. troops watch as a Javelin missile hits a target at sea during a counter-landing live-fire exercise as part of U.S.-Philippines joint military exercises on May 6, 2024, in Laoag, Ilocos Norte province, Philippines.
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                [image: A scuba diver swims next to a submerged military tank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A diver swims next to a submerged military vehicle at the Underwater Military Museum, in Aqaba, Jordan, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of a circle of surfers floating in the ocean]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On May 5, 2024, surfers take part in a ceremony to honor one American and two Australian surfers who went missing last week during a surfing trip at San Miguel Beach in Ensenada, Baja California State, Mexico. Three bodies believed to be those of the surfers have bullet wounds to the head, authorities said Sunday.
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                [image: Two women stand silhouetted in front of a very large clock face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Peng Liyuan, the wife of China's President Xi Jinping (right) and Brigitte Macron, the wife of French President Emmanuel Macron, visit the Orsay Museum during the Chinese leader's state visit in Paris on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several firefighters spray water on a fire inside an industrial building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian firefighters work to extinguish a blaze at the site of a Russian drone attack in an industrial facility in Kharkiv on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Three soldiers work together to right a car that lies on its side amid scattered rubble.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian servicemen turn over a damaged car at the scene of a Russian missile attack in Zaporizhzhia, Ukraine, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen young children sit atop piles of belongings in the back of a pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children sit on the back of a truck as Palestinians continue to depart from the eastern neighborhoods of Rafah because of ongoing Israeli attacks in Gaza, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: A vast cemetery filled with gravestones and crypts]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial image shows a view of the expansive Wadi-al-Salam cemetery in Iraq's shrine city of Najaf on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: Many rows of small drones sit on the ground before a drone show.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drones are placed on the ground before a drone light show as part of the 2024 Korea Drone Expo in Incheon on May 9, 2024.
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                [image: A real dog leans in to investigate a robotic dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A police dog from the RAID French national police unit specializing in the search for explosives inspects a Boston Dynamics robot dog in the CMA CGM Tangram innovation center in Marseille, France, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: A young man drives a low hand-built car beside a food cart.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Suleiman Thaer drives a car he made from scrap materials, helping his father with restaurant deliveries, in Mosul, Iraq, on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: A collection of many mud-covered vehicles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows vehicles in an area affected by flooding in Encantado, Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: A horse stands in a flooded residential street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A horse walks along a flooded street in Eldorado do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul State, Brazil, on May 9, 2024. Teams raced against the clock Thursday to deliver aid to flood-stricken communities in southern Brazil before the arrival of new storms forecast to batter the region again. Some 400 municipalities have been affected by the worst natural calamity ever to hit the state , with at least 107 people dead and hundreds injured.
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                [image: A deer stands in deep grass, showing only its head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer stands in deep grass in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: A rabbit makes its way past tents in a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rabbit makes its way past tents at a pro-Palestinian student protest encampment, demonstrating against Israel's attack on Gaza, outside the Leeds University Union building in Leeds, England, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: People carry statues of the Virgin Mary in a flower-strewn procession.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People carry statues of the Virgin Mary during the 42nd edition of the Flowers and Palm Festival in Panchimalco, El Salvador, on May 5, 2024.
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                [image: Soldiers shout as they march in formation in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Russian servicemen march during the Victory Day military parade in Moscow, Russia, on May 9, 2024, marking the 79th anniversary of the end of World War II.
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                [image: Dozens of people stand in lines, holding up a very long striped flag on a path beside memorial statues.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants hold a giant St. George's Ribbon at the Savur-Mohyla (Saur-Mogila) memorial, during a ceremony marking the 79th anniversary of the victory over Nazi Germany in World War II, in the Russian-controlled Donetsk region of Ukraine, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: A soccer player jumps while kicking a ball, with a crowd of onlookers in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Manchester City's Erling Braut Haaland in action during a match against the Wolverhampton Wanderers at Etihad Stadium in Manchester, England, on May 4, 2024
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                [image: A performer sings while emerging from a large egg-shaped structure on a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Windows95man of Finland performs the song "No Rules!" during the dress rehearsal for the first semifinal of the Eurovision Song Contest in Malmo, Sweden, on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: People swim and play in the surf along a long beach in Rio de Janeiro.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Beachgoers enjoy the sea at Leme Beach before Madonna's massive free concert to close "The Celebration Tour" at Copacabana Beach on May 4, 2024, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
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                [image: Passengers stand on long wooden rafts linked together as they float down rapids.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rafting tours commence for the year on a river in the Wakayama Prefecture village of Kitayama, Japan, on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: Two people sort through belongings amid storm-destroyed homes and debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Crowder family sorts through and recovers items after their home was struck by a tornado on May 7, 2024, in Barnsdall, Oklahoma. Barnsdall, a small town with a population of approximately 1,000 people, was struck by an EF3 tornado.
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                [image: Ruins of a mountain monastery sit inside a cave in a cliff wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruins of a mountain monastery are seen at the Alicin Geosite in the Kizilcahamam district of Ankara, Turkey, on April 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several people perform at the base of a large burning wicker figure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers perform as the Wicker Man goes up in flames during the Celtic fire festival of Beltain in Waterlooville, England, on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: A person dressed as the Grim Reaper poses for a selfie with a cyclist in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A street performer named Maradona, dressed as the Grim Reaper, poses with a cyclist in Bandung, West Java, on May 4, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/05/photos-of-the-week-grim-reaper-wicker-man-met-gala/678338/
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