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        Trump Claims He Can Free an American Detainee--If He's Reelected
        Tom Nichols

        Donald Trump posted on Truth Social today that he can free the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich from his unjust detainment in Russia--but only after he is elected president.
Evan Gershkovich, the Reporter from The Wall Street Journal, who is being held by Russia, will be released almost immediately after the Election, but definitely before I assume Office. He will be HOME, SAFE, AND WITH HIS FAMILY. Vladimir Putin, President of Russia, will do that for me, but not for anyone else, and...

      

      
        The Two Women Who Wrote as 'Michael Field'
        Walt Hunter

        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.The poetic genius--tortured, solitary--is a familiar figure. Some of the concept's staying power comes from simple wonder: The best poetry makes us marvel at the human spirit's ability to use language in such extraordinary or unusual ways, whether it's "'twas brillig, and the slithy toves" or "beauty is truth, truth beauty,--that is all / ...

      

      
        Trump's Money Problems Are Becoming a Crisis for the Entire Country
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump is facing some of the most serious threats to his financial empire in his long and tumultuous career. That's his problem.But the methods he's using to get out of those troubles make him beholden to wealthy people with interests of their own--which, if reelected president, he would be in a position to advance. And that could be everyone's problem.Trump's money woes begin with his urgent need for huge amounts of...

      

      
        Cows Have Almost Certainly Infected More Than Two People With Bird Flu
        Katherine J. Wu

        It was bound to happen again. For the second time in two months, the United States has confirmed a case of bird flu in a dairy worker employed by a farm with H5N1-infected cows. "The only thing I'm surprised about is that it's taken this long to get another confirmed case," Steve Valeika, a veterinarian and an epidemiologist based in North Carolina, told me.The true case count is almost certainly higher. For weeks, anecdotal reports of sick farmworkers have been trickling in from around the natio...

      

      
        The <em>Brooklyn</em> Sequel Asks the Most American of Questions About Immigration
        Rhian Sasseen

        America's conception of itself as a nation has always been built on the aspirations of the immigrant. But to immigrate to this country can be dehumanizing--can demand, to some degree, the erasure of one's previous identity. In many cases one is expected to undergo a homogenizing process, smoothing away any prickly individualities: names, languages, sometimes entire systems of belief. The French writer Georges Perec, describing Ellis Island in the 1970s, likened it to "a sort of factory for manufac...

      

      
        Praising Trump With Faint Damnation
        Peter Wehner

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Franklin Graham, one of America's most well-known evangelicals, recently did what he has never done before: He offered a critical assessment of Donald Trump. Speaking to The Wall Street Journal not long ago, Graham conceded that Trump--twice impeached, thrice married, and four times indicted--at times uses "locker room" talk.That's right; that was it. And even Graham's mildest of all possible criticisms of the former presid...

      

      
        Russia's Psychological Warfare Against Ukraine
        Kevin Townsend

        After months of struggle with little movement, the war in Ukraine may be nearing a crucial point. The fight has not been going well for Ukraine. With American aid stalled, tired fighters on the front lines faced ammunition shortages just as Russia brought new sources of recruits and weapons online.But although painfully delayed, military support from the United States is on its way. The aid package passed in April is the first since Republicans took control of the House of Representatives more th...

      

      
        What Monastic Mystics Got Right About Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.An old saying commonly attributed to Mark Twain runs, "It ain't what you don't know that gets you into trouble. It's what you know for sure that just ain't so." Misinformation--or what some call "fake news"--is clearly a huge problem in our society, leading to a great deal of conflict. But this principle is, from my observation, also the biggest obstacle facing every young adult starting out on a n...

      

      
        OpenAI Should Have Gone Way Beyond Scarlett Johansson
        Ross Andersen

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Let's get this out of the way: OpenAI's voice assistant doesn't sound that much like Scarlett Johansson. The movie star has alleged that, though she rebuffed multiple attempts by Sam Altman, the company's CEO, to license her voice for the product that it demoed last week, the one it ended up using was "eerily similar" to her own. Not everyone finds the similarity so eerie--to my ear, it lacks her distinctive s...

      

      
        Nikki Haley Surrendered, but Not Her Voters
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The views of Nikki Haley Republicans--pro-Ukraine, pro-Israel, pro-market--reflect all those things that Republicans used to think in that bygone era when Reagans and Bushes and Romneys roamed the Earth. But few feel any emotional bond to Haley. If she gives a Ted Kennedy-style "dream shall never die" speech at the Republican convention in Milwaukee this summer, they won't tear up. They'll wonder what the hell she imagines ...

      

      
        The OpenAI Dustup Signals a Bigger Problem
        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.Last week, OpenAI demonstrated new voice options for its AI assistant. One of them, called Sky, sounded strikingly similar to Scarlett Johansson's portrayal of a robot companion in the 2013 movie Her. On Monday, Johansson released a statement expressing her anger and "disbelief" that Sam Altman, the com...

      

      
        The British Prime Minister Bowed to the Inevitable
        Helen Lewis

        Please read this as classic British understatement: Today was not, on the face of it, an ideal time for Rishi Sunak to call an election.One of the perks of being Britain's prime minister is getting to choose the date when voters deliver their verdict on your government. Most push their advantage by selecting a time when their party is ahead in the polls, the economic mood is buoyant, and their supporters are optimistic about success.None of those things is true now for Sunak and his Conservative ...

      

      
        'The Judge Hates Donald Trump'
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Since the New York State judge Juan Merchan fined and scolded Donald Trump earlier this month for violating a gag order in his criminal trial, the former president has been on ... well, maybe not his best behavior, but certainly better behavior. For a couple of weeks, he avoided statements that might be construed as violating the order, before he started to test the boundaries again.The order is intended to protect the sanc...

      

      
        How Do the Families of the Hamas Hostages Endure the Agony?
        David Brooks

        You may think you know stories like this one, but it's important not to become numb to their evil and horror. Hersh Goldberg-Polin was attending the Nova music festival on October 7 when the Hamas terrorists descended. He and three others rushed to their car and tried to escape by heading north. But the terrorists were shooting drivers on the road, so Hersh and his friends instead sought refuge in a nearby bomb shelter.More than 25 young people were crammed into a 5-by-8-foot enclosure. The Hamas...

      

      
        Ozempic Patients Need an Off-Ramp
        Sarah Zhang

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When patients start on the latest obesity drugs, they find that their food cravings drop away, and then the pounds do too. But when patients go off the drugs, the gears shift into reverse: The food cravings creep back, and then the pounds do too. Within a year of stopping semaglutide--better known by its brand names Wegovy or Ozempic--people regain, on average, two-thirds of the weight they lost. Tirzepatide, a...

      

      
        What Happens When Desire Fuels a Life
        Hannah Giorgis

        When we meet Jin, the protagonist of R. O. Kwon's new novel, Exhibit, the 29-year-old photographer is in a holding pattern: For months, she's been incapable of producing a single image she wants to keep. Joining this creative atrophy is a new, existential gulf in her marriage: Philip, her husband, suddenly wants a child, and no part of Jin echoes the sentiment. Such disconnects might prompt a person on the cusp of their 30s to seek the guidance of friends, a therapist, or perhaps religion--time-ho...

      

      
        Why Is Charlie Kirk Selling Me Food Rations?
        Ali Breland

        Charlie Kirk is worked up. "The world is in flames, and Bidenomics is a complete and total disaster," the conservative influencer said during a recent episode of his podcast The Charlie Kirk Show. "But it can't and won't ruin my day," he continued. "Why? 'Cause I start my day with a hot America First cup of Blackout Coffee." Liberals have brought about economic Armageddon, but first, coffee.Listening to Kirk's show--which is among the most popular podcasts on the right--can be unsettling, even if y...

      

      
        A Peace Deal That Seems Designed to Fail
        Andrew Exum

        Even if a highly anticipated agreement between the United States and Saudi Arabia never comes to fruition, its rumored announcement seems sure to do at least one thing: further isolate Israel within the international community.Over the past few years, the Biden administration has been working with the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman, on a wide-ranging deal to strengthen ties between the United States and Saudi Arabia as part of a broader agreement in which Saudi Arabia will norm...

      

      
        Nothing Is a Body
        Jan Beatty

                                            For my birth father
I wish I had the dust of you, a grave
to visit. I'm running on your sea legs right now,tired of the little bits--not even leftovers.
I'm a tourist in your life and I wonder:Does your heart have its own body?This sentence is not a body.
Nothing.Nothing is a body
until there are arms around it.

      

      
        The Difference Between Polls and Public Opinion
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Issue polling can make you think that voters are oblivious. A recent poll by the Los Angeles Business Council finds that although 61 percent of respondents in the nation's second-largest city think L.A. should substantially increase the number of new housing units, just 40 percent believe that doing so will make housing more affordable. Nearly half think that doing so will drive up the cost of housing and push residents out.But here's a more generous interpretation of that poll: Angelenos want th...

      

      
        The Great Academic Squirm
        Eliot A. Cohen

        The protest season at universities usually crescendos just before commencement: The weather is balmy and most term papers are done, but what student or professor would wish to stay around campus during summer break if they did not absolutely have to? This year, the protests have taken an uglier turn, as encampments have sprouted up. The demonstrators--most of them students, many not, often masked--are calling for divestment by their universities from companies based in or doing business with Israel...

      

      
        Michael Cohen's Credibility Paradox
        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.Michael Cohen is an admitted liar and a convicted felon who is openly fueled by a thirst for revenge against Donald Trump. That he is so frank about his motives and past may actually make his testimony seem more credible to jurors.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The real meaning of...

      

      
        OpenAI Just Gave Away the Entire Game
        Charlie Warzel

        If you're looking to understand the philosophy that underpins Silicon Valley's latest gold rush, look no further than OpenAI's Scarlett Johansson debacle. The story, according to Johansson's lawyers, goes like this: Nine months ago, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman approached the actor with a request to license her voice for a new digital assistant; Johansson declined. She alleges that just two days before the company's keynote event last week, in which that assistant was revealed as part of a new system ca...

      

      
        The Beauty of Earth From Orbit
        Alan Taylor

        The International Space Station is currently hosting seven crew members of Expedition 71, which began on April 6. The ISS orbits the Earth at about 17,150 miles per hour, orbiting the planet about 16 times a day. In recent months, the astronauts and cosmonauts of Expeditions 70 and 71 have taken some amazing photographs of our lovely planet as they pass overhead, and I wanted to share more of those unique views here.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign...

      

      
        Tennis Explains Everything
        Michael Nicholas

        Tennis is an elegant and simple sport. Players stand on opposite sides of a rectangle, divided by a net that can't be crossed. The gameplay is full of invisible geometry: Viewers might trace parabolas, angles, and lines depending on how the players move and where they hit the ball. It's an ideal representation of conflict, a perfect stage for pitting one competitor against another, so it's no wonder that the game comes to stand in for all sorts of different things off the court. Google tennis met...
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Trump Claims He Can Free an American Detainee--If He's Reelected

The former president said that if he wins in November, Putin will release Evan Gershkovich. It's an odd assertion, even by Trump's standards.

by Tom Nichols




Donald Trump posted on Truth Social today that he can free the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich from his unjust detainment in Russia--but only after he is elected president.

Evan Gershkovich, the Reporter from The Wall Street Journal, who is being held by Russia, will be released almost immediately after the Election, but definitely before I assume Office. He will be HOME, SAFE, AND WITH HIS FAMILY. Vladimir Putin, President of Russia, will do that for me, but not for anyone else, and WE WILL BE PAYING NOTHING!


Trump, of course, has a tendency to make claims in which he is the only solution to a difficult problem--"I alone can fix it" was part of his 2016-campaign rhetoric. But even by Trump's standards, this is an odd assertion for several reasons, including small detail that the Russians have denied any contact with Trump about Gershkovich. (The Kremlin even seemed to reprimand the former president: "Any contact regarding those imprisoned or convicted," Vladimir Putin's press secretary, Dmitry Peskov, said today, "must be carried out in complete silence and in a discreet manner.")

In his post, Trump seems to be claiming some sort of special friendship with Putin. The evidence from their meetings over the years is that the two presidents are not personal friends; Trump, for his part, seems very much intimidated by Putin.

David A. Graham: The real meaning of Trump's 'unified Reich' post

But perhaps such a relationship exists, and maybe Trump can spring Gershkovich. If so, Gershkovich's family and others might wonder why Trump would wait until after the election to help an American citizen: Trump could call Putin right now and ask for Gershkovich's release. When asked by Time magazine why he hadn't done so, Trump said that he'd been too busy, but added: "And I probably have said very good things about him," meaning Gershkovich.

Probably? 

In any case, there is no U.S. law prohibiting anyone from making an appeal to a foreign leader, and several prominent Americans have made similar efforts. In 1984, for example, Reverend Jesse Jackson traveled to Syria to seek the freedom of a downed U.S. pilot, and former President Bill Clinton went to North Korea in 2009 to bring home two detained Americans.

Indeed, it would be a show of power if Trump, with a phone call, could succeed where President Joe Biden has so far failed. Trump's post, however, implies that he is almost gleeful that Gershkovich will be left in a Russian jail if the American public fails to offer Trump the presidency again.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/05/trump-evan-gershkovich-truth-social/678467/?utm_source=feed
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The Two Women Who Wrote as 'Michael Field'

Their poems about the experience of beauty help explain the choice to write as one person.

by Walt Hunter




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.


The poetic genius--tortured, solitary--is a familiar figure. Some of the concept's staying power comes from simple wonder: The best poetry makes us marvel at the human spirit's ability to use language in such extraordinary or unusual ways, whether it's "'twas brillig, and the slithy toves" or "beauty is truth, truth beauty,--that is all / Ye know on earth" or "my Life had stood--a Loaded Gun." We tend to be stunned, transported, floored by creativity when we encounter it--which is why the cliches of AI-generated art and poetry still amuse rather than move us.

I've had ample opportunity to think about the poetic process this spring: I've been reading every poem published in The Atlantic since the magazine ran its first issue, in November 1857. So I was delighted to find, in the September and October 1895 issues, two poems by Michael Field. Field was neither a man nor a single person, but rather two women using a single name. Their story complicates the notion that good poetry springs only from a Yeats dreaming in a tower, or a Whitman walking on a beach at night.

The two poets who wrote as "Michael Field" were a niece and her aunt, Edith Emma Cooper and Katherine Harris Bradley. They described themselves as married, slept in the same bed, and have generally been understood to be romantically (incestuously) involved. Copious amounts of their own recently republished diary, and interpretive scholarship by feminists and LGBTQ writers, testify to their relationship. Male pseudonyms were hardly unknown in the 19th century--George Sand and George Eliot were both women--but I haven't come across any other example of two women in an intimate relationship using the name of a man.

"Field" wrote their poetry in dialogue with two of the leading writers and thinkers (and Atlantic contributors) of the day: the art critic and connoisseur Bernard Berenson and the Victorian poet Robert Browning. They also corresponded with the playwright Oscar Wilde, whose trial for homosexuality was a cause celebre of 1895. This was the era of "art for art's sake," of Walter Pater's swoon-worthy prose about the Renaissance, of Aubrey Beardsley's drawings for Wilde's Salome. Field contributed their poetry, plays, and prose to this heady atmosphere, in which beauty was a topic of heated debate. Visiting Berenson in Italy, Field writes in their diary: "My definition of beauty was--that in the (objective) world that attracts emotion."

The Atlantic published only two poems by Field: "Tiger-Lilies" and "Second Thoughts." Both are gems, innovative for their day, and still arresting for ours. The topic of the first poem, "Tiger-Lilies," doesn't necessarily make it stand out; poems about flowers were not exactly unknown in the 19th-century Atlantic. (If you want to read several dozen poems from the 1880s about the arbutus, I can steer you in the right direction.) But Field's poem struck me immediately with its over-the-top, rhapsodic free-fall, repeating words and careening back and forth between long lines and short phrases. The final stanza offers a good example of Field's play with rhyme and rhythm:

It is the wonder
 I am laid under
 By the firm heaves
 And over-tumbling edges of your liberal leaves.


In these lines, I notice the sheer delight in the immediate satisfaction of rhyme--wonder/under--and then again in the delayed satisfaction of the following rhyme, heaves/leaves. Maybe reciting the poem is the verbal equivalent of the pleasure of encountering the vivid orange flower, and so much physical attraction, all at once. The lines are dizzying, decadent. They pull back, three times, only to burst forth in the final line.

I imagine the second poem, "Second Thoughts," which appeared in the magazine a month later, as a response to "Tiger-Lilies." Where "Tiger-Lilies" whirls around an image, "Second Thoughts" is a dramatic monologue (perhaps influenced by the famous Browning, whom the poets called "The Old."). The setting is morning in a bedroom. One lover is awake earlier than the other. She's thinking about going out for the day, but only so that she can come back and have some stories to tell, a "thousand things to say." Then she falls into a beautiful state of distraction:

But at sight of the delicate world within
 That fox-fur collar, from brow to chin,
 At sight of those wonderful eyes from the mine, --
 Coal pupils, an iris of glittering spa,
 And the wild, ironic, defiant shine
 As of a creature behind a bar
 One has captured, and, when three lives are past,
 May hope to reach the heart of at last, --


The lines move forward by developing the metaphor. First, the "world" that is the face, then the "mine" that are the (black) eyes, then the "glittering" spa waters that are the "iris." The "shine" of the eyes belongs, in an astonishing leap, to a zoo animal who turns into a character in a fairy tale, enchanted by a spell. Needless to say, no one gets out of bed.

Of course these poems are about a flower and a morning after (or before, or both). But at some point they get hijacked by their true subject, which is the state of ecstasy, the total absorption and immersion that beauty can create. The experience of beauty, the appreciation of a flower or a lover, isn't a selfish or solitary one here--there's no wandering "lonely as a cloud" for Michael Field. "It is the wonder / I am laid under": The self is overtaken, pulled under, distracted to the point of vanishing.

I could look at the controversial personal lives of Bradley and Cooper to explain the pseudonym, or try to conjecture about the effect of adopting a male name in the artistic milieu of the 1890s. But the two poems here offer another explanation for their choice to write as one person. Beauty attracts emotion. Emotion draws you out of yourself. Writing poetry, for Field, requires more than one mind and heart at work. The dual pseudonym of "Michael Field" is more than a name. It's a claim about the source of poetry and the collateral benefit that the encounter with beauty brings--not access to the truth, but submersion in love.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/05/the-two-women-who-wrote-as-michael-field/678454/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Money Problems Are Becoming a Crisis for the Entire Country

The ex-president's financial troubles make him beholden to his wealthy friends. If he's president again, they will want something in return.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump is facing some of the most serious threats to his financial empire in his long and tumultuous career. That's his problem.

But the methods he's using to get out of those troubles make him beholden to wealthy people with interests of their own--which, if reelected president, he would be in a position to advance. And that could be everyone's problem.

Trump's money woes begin with his urgent need for huge amounts of liquid cash--both to cover his never-ending legal fees and judgments, and to fund his campaign. A jury awarded the writer E. Jean Carroll more than $83 million in a defamation case in January. (Trump has posted a $92 million bond while he appeals the verdict.) In February, a judge in New York fined him nearly half a billion dollars in a civil fraud case involving property valuations. He owes legal fees for many other cases he's involved in. Making matters worse, various aspects of his business suffered during his presidency because of negative publicity, and those troubles are compounded by the current weakness of the commercial real-estate market.

To make up for these challenges, Trump has turned to a few sources. He obtained a highly unusual bond from a California businessman for the civil fraud case, having persuaded an appellate court to reduce the amount to $175 million. He has been using political donations to pay his hefty legal bills, and his campaign's effective merger with the Republican National Committee creates a new stream of cash for those. He has also brazenly pleaded for cash from large donors, reportedly telling a gathering of oil executives that he would pursue favorable policies if they raised $1 billion for his campaign and he won in November. Finally, the Trump Media and Technology Group went public this spring, providing Trump with a potentially enormous windfall, at least on paper. ("It's one of the most obvious worthless stocks I have ever seen,'' Alan Jagolinzer, an accounting professor at the University of Cambridge, in England, told The New York Times.) Each of these revenue streams gives leverage--financial, and perhaps psychological--over Trump to rich people whose fortunes could be affected by actions of the federal government.

David A. Graham: Trump's money problems are very real and very bad

"He made very clear throughout his presidency, and in the plan since then, that he is very open to people currying favor with him by financing him in a variety of ways," Noah Bookbinder, the president of Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, told me. Previously, someone looking for favor could donate to his campaign, schedule an event at a Trump golf course, or spend big at his hotel in Washington. Now the hotel is gone, but other possibilities have arisen.

"Donald Trump's finances and the ways of potentially influencing him have gotten more complicated than what we were talking about in 2016, and even 2020," Bookbinder said. "It's a whole new world of ways to potentially funnel money to Donald Trump."

Trump's ongoing trial in Manhattan, on charges that he falsified business records to cover up a hush-money payment, showcases a small-scale example of how this works. David Pecker, the former publisher of the National Enquirer, testified that after he agreed to pay $150,000 to purchase and sit on the story of a woman who said she had sex with Trump, he was invited to a Trump Tower meeting with officials including FBI Director James Comey and future Cabinet-level officials, and was later feted with a White House dinner. This is deeply embarrassing--for Trump, given the reason he was indebted to Pecker; for the officials, who were made to mingle with a tabloid publisher ("Here is David Pecker, he's the publisher of the National Enquirer, and he probably knows more than anybody else in this room," Trump joked, per Pecker's testimony; the men didn't laugh, he recalled); and for the country. As a matter of substance, it's probably relatively harmless.

But if $150,000 gets you a meeting with the director of the FBI, what does $175 million get you?

That's the question raised by Trump's bond in his civil fraud case. A defendant who is appealing a judgment is obliged to either post the amount he owes or to get a bonding company to offer an IOU--assuring that if the appeal is unsuccessful, the penalty will be paid. Trump's attorneys testified in court that they had tried and failed to obtain a bond for the full amount of more than $450 million, and persuaded an appellate court to reduce the amount to $175 million. Trump was then able to secure a bond--but rather than use a New York State bonding company, he got it from Knight Specialty Insurance, a California-based company. Knight is owned by Don Hankey, a relatively unknown billionaire who has made millions in subprime loans.

The bond was odd. Initial filings for it contained errors that had to be corrected. Knight wasn't licensed in New York, and the attorney general's office raised questions about whether the company had enough money to actually cover the bond. Justice Arthur Engoron, the judge in the case, approved it only after a hearing in which Trump agreed to place collateral assets under Knight's control.

The strangeness doesn't end there. Hankey told Reuters that he charged Trump below market rate for the bond. He also said he supported Trump politically previously and in the current election and called the case against him "unfair," though he said they had never met. Hankey has a financial incentive to get in Trump's good graces: Federal regulators have taken actions against companies he controls at least four times in the past decade, NBC News reported, including repeated fines levied by the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. As president, Trump could shield Hankey's business from enforcement. He has made political interference in the Justice Department a centerpiece of his campaign for president, and during his first term, the CFPB was moribund and shackled.

"If you look at the laws of what an in-kind contribution is, it is exactly this-- when you give a goods or services for not the full price because you want to curry favor with a candidate," Adam Pollock, an attorney in New York and former assistant attorney general, told me. "In this day and age, nobody ever prosecutes those kind of in-kind contributions anymore, ever. But there's a reason those laws exist. It's because you don't want to provide that kind of untoward access of how money corrupts politics. And I think we're all just so jaded."

Worth noting is that if Trump loses the appeal, he will still have to pay the penalty, or else he faces the prospect of the state attorney general seizing assets. (If appeals courts affirm Engoron's ruling, Trump and his sons will also be barred from serving as officers of a company in the state for several years, which could paralyze the Trump Organization's operations as they exist.) Trump has already acknowledged that he doesn't have sufficient cash. That's not a huge surprise--many of his holdings are in real estate, which is not liquid--but it is a problem for him, especially because the market for some of the assets he holds, specifically his large portfolio of urban office buildings, is depressed right now.

So when Trump Media and Technology Group, the parent of Trump's Truth Social site, became a public company earlier this spring, it seemed like a timely windfall for the former president. Trump has a knack for wriggling out of a jam, and this looks like yet another example. His stake in the company is estimated at about $6 billion. But experts told me that paper wealth like this doesn't always translate to liquid assets. The company's equity is trading more like a meme stock than anything related to its underlying fundamental value: The price has dropped, and analysts expect it to fall further eventually. Regardless, Trump is barred from selling shares for months and may be unable to use stock as collateral. Once he is allowed to sell, he will be unable to cash out quickly, as doing so would tank the share price. (The company faces other question marks related to its auditor, who has agreed to cease operations and been charged by the Securities and Exchange Commission with "massive fraud.")

This means that TMTG may not provide a miraculous cash infusion benefiting Trump, but it's still a big gain for him. TMTG also illustrates other ways in which Trump is susceptible to financial leverage. The investor Jeff Yass was one of the biggest shareholders in the company that merged with Trump's to go public. Assuming that Yass still owns the shares, this gives him substantial sway in keeping the inflated stock price high, which would in turn help Trump's net worth swell. Perhaps Yass would not have invested simply to aid Trump--or to cozy up to him. But he and his wife are already the biggest political donors so far this election cycle, with all of their funds going to conservative causes. A Trump campaign source told The New York Times that Yass was expected to donate to pro-Trump efforts; Yass said he never had and would not. Because many donations can be hidden, the truth is almost impossible to know.

David A. Graham: Trump flaunts his corruption

Yass is also a major investor in ByteDance, the parent company of TikTok. Trump was once a noisy critic of the Chinese-owned social-media platform. "As far as TikTok is concerned, we're banning them from the United States," he said in 2020. He issued an executive order to do so if ByteDance didn't sell TikTok, but the order was soon blocked by judges. When Congress, backed by the Biden administration, took up a law to do the same this year, however, Trump suddenly turned against it. "Just so everyone knows, especially the young people, Crooked Joe Biden is responsible for banning TikTok," he posted on Truth Social in April. The reversal came shortly after a meeting with Yass.

The public has no way to know why Trump flip-flopped, and both Trump and Yass say they didn't discuss TikTok at their meeting, but some skepticism is reasonable under the circumstances. "We don't know for sure whether [the meeting] resulted in Donald Trump changing his position," Bookbinder told me. "But it's certainly something where the American people have to question that." Any other person of means might also conclude that a good way to get Trump to take up a view that benefits them--including reversing a long-held position--is to make a large investment in him.

Meanwhile, many of the old methods of influencing Trump remain. A Saudi Arabian sovereign wealth fund invested $2 billion in a private-equity firm founded by Jared Kushner, Trump's son-in-law. Kushner has recently been raising money for the former president's campaign. Serious questions also surround a development in Serbia led by Kushner and Ric Grenell, a former Trump-administration official who is rumored to be a candidate for secretary of state or national security adviser in a second term. Serbian and American observers have charged that the deal, which did not move through typical channels, is an attempt to win favor with Trump. All involved parties deny it, naturally.

That Trump would seek these bailouts should come as no surprise to anyone familiar with his business career. When he has struck serious financial difficulties in the past, he has sought and usually found some new source of funds. In 1990, for example, with Trump's casino in Atlantic City foundering, his father walked onto the floor and bought $3.5 million in chips. (This turned out to violate state rules.) Later, when others had cut him off because of his habit of not paying his debts, he found in Deutsche Bank a willing lender. But DB was no more successful in dealing with Trump. An old joke goes that if you owe the bank $1 million, the bank owns you, but if you owe the bank $100 million, you own the bank. Trump defaulted on more than $600 million in DB loans.

When he was fined in the civil fraud case earlier this year, Trump found that none of his old lenders, including DB, was willing to help. His new sources of cash knew Trump's history of stiffing those he owes, but they may have calculated that they stand to gain something far more valuable than repayment with interest: the power of the federal government at their beck and call.
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Cows Have Almost Certainly Infected More Than Two People With Bird Flu

Protecting dairy workers from further spread will be crucial to containing the outbreak.

by Katherine J. Wu




It was bound to happen again. For the second time in two months, the United States has confirmed a case of bird flu in a dairy worker employed by a farm with H5N1-infected cows. "The only thing I'm surprised about is that it's taken this long to get another confirmed case," Steve Valeika, a veterinarian and an epidemiologist based in North Carolina, told me.



The true case count is almost certainly higher. For weeks, anecdotal reports of sick farmworkers have been trickling in from around the nation, where H5N1 has been detected in dozens of herds in nine states, according to federal counts. Testing among humans and animals remains limited, and buy-in from farms is still spotty. The gap between reality and what the government can measure is hindering the world from realizing the full scope of the outbreak. And it may hamper experts' ability to detect human-to-human spread, should that someday occur. "I wouldn't be surprised if there have been dozens of cases at this point," Valeika said.



The risk to most of the public is still low, as federal guidelines continue to emphasize. But that assurance feels tenuous when "the threat to farmworkers remains high," Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the pandemic center at the Brown University School of Public Health, told me. Too often, infectious disease most affects a society's most vulnerable people; now the future of this virus depends on America's ability to protect a community whose health and safety are routinely discounted.



Read: America's infectious-disease barometer is off



Like the first case of a dairy worker contracting avian flu, this second one has at least one   reassuring element: Exposure in both cases seems to have involved heavy, repeated contact with infected, lactating animals and resulted in a mild illness that involved only eye symptoms. (In another U.S. case, from 2022, in which a man contracted the virus from poultry, fatigue was the only reported symptom.) Cow udders and human eyes both contain receptors for H5N1 that resemble the ones primarily found in birds, and experts suspect that those receptors are an easy entry point for the virus, which still seems to be very much an avian pathogen. To spread in earnest among people, the virus would still probably need to make a few more evolutionary leaps. For most of the public, "I'm not worried about H5 right now," Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University, told me.



People who work on dairy farms, though, have reason to worry, Lakdawala added. In the so-called parlors where dairy cows are milked, animals are strapped into machines that latch on to their udders, pump until the rate of flow slows, then release, swinging "off the animal at eye height," Lakdawala told me, and blasting bystanders with frothy liquid. The machines aren't necessarily sanitized between each animal--and what cleaning does occur often involves a high-pressure hose-down that also mists up milk. The entire process involves a lot of direct maneuvering of udders, as workers load machinery onto each cow and prime their initial milk flow manually. If workers aren't directly getting milk on their hands--which will, at some point, touch their face--they're "constantly being bombarded with aerosols, droplets, and spray," Lakdawala said.



When infected cows are present, that can mean a lot of virus exposure. Lakdawala's lab has been studying how long H5N1 can persist on milky surfaces, and the initial results, not yet published in a scientific journal, suggest that the virus may linger for at least one to three hours on the same sorts of plastic and metal commonly used in milking equipment. That creates a clear conduit for the virus to move among animals, Lakdawala said--and a very easy path for a human to pick it up, too. Improper disposal of milk could also pose some transmission risk, especially milk from infected farm cows, which still have to be milked if they're lactating. (Several farm cats appear to have caught the virus from drinking raw milk.) The USDA recommends heat-treating all milk before it's discarded, but some farms, especially smaller ones, may not have consistent access to the necessary equipment or human power, Lakdawala told me.



The CDC has urged farmworkers to don goggles, gloves, high-quality respirators, and other protective equipment in these environments. But those recommendations can't really be enforced, and it's unclear how many farms have been following them, or how many workers on those farms are complying. In the rising spring and summer heat, wearing that gear may get even less palatable, Lakdawala pointed out, especially in the steamy, cramped environments in which the people with the most exposure do the brunt of their work. Goggles and other tight-fitting eye protection, in particular, are tricky: "They get dirty very quickly," Lakdawala said. Workers can't see what they're doing through milk-spattered lenses.



Enthusiasm for testing cows and people has also been low on farms, as business owners and employees alike weigh the economic and personal risks they face if one of their herd is reported as sick. And although asymptomatic cows are likely responsible for a good degree of spread, the USDA requires testing of only a subset of the cows being moved between states. That basically ensures that "we won't find a virus before a farmworker is exposed," Nuzzo told me. Similarly, the CDC maintains that "testing of asymptomatic persons" for H5N1 "is not routinely recommended," and close contacts of infected people aren't guaranteed a screen for the virus. Those sorts of delays could allow infections to simmer--potentially past the window in which intervention with treatments such as Tamiflu or forestalling transmission to close contacts is possible. The fact that this second case was caught doesn't mean that testing is anywhere near sufficient: The diagnosis was made for a farmworker in Michigan, which has more aggressively tested its dairy herds, Nuzzo said. Nuzzo and Lakdawala both argue that stockpiled vaccines should be offered en masse to farmworkers while their risk remains so high--but federal officials haven't yet made the injections available. (The USDA and the CDC did not respond to requests for comment.)



Read: The bird-flu host we should worry about



These shortfalls would be concerning for any population contending with under-the-radar infections. But among farmworkers especially--a group that includes many migrants and uninsured individuals living in rural regions--H5N1 could play on existing health disparities, Anne Sosin, a public-health researcher at Dartmouth, told me. If protecting farmworkers is a priority, Valeika said, "I think we're kind of failing."



Researchers are also unsure just how much risk infected farmworkers may pose to their close contacts. Other forms of pink eye are pretty transmissible--and someone who has recently rubbed their eye, Lakdawala said, could presumably pass H5N1 by touching someone else's hand, which could then touch their face. Experts also remain worried that an infection in the eye might find a way to travel to other parts of the body, including the respiratory tract, especially if the virus were to pick up the sorts of mutations that could adapt it to the receptors in our lungs. (The Michigan dairy worker's nose swab, thankfully, turned up negative for an H5 virus.)



The virus doesn't yet seem poised for such a jump. But these flu infections are still a problem for everyone. "If we fail to stop it in the highest-risk groups," Sosin told me, the threat to the rest of the public will only grow. H5N1 may never spread human-to-human. If it does, though, it will almost certainly have been helped along by transmission in a community of people that American society has failed to properly protect.
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The <em>Brooklyn</em> Sequel Asks the Most American of Questions About Immigration

In his new novel, Colm Toibin explores the twinned relationship between Ireland and America.

by Rhian Sasseen




America's conception of itself as a nation has always been built on the aspirations of the immigrant. But to immigrate to this country can be dehumanizing--can demand, to some degree, the erasure of one's previous identity. In many cases one is expected to undergo a homogenizing process, smoothing away any prickly individualities: names, languages, sometimes entire systems of belief. The French writer Georges Perec, describing Ellis Island in the 1970s, likened it to "a sort of factory for manufacturing Americans, a factory for transforming emigrants into immigrants; an American-style factory, as quick and efficient as a sausage factory in Chicago."

Long Island, the Irish writer Colm Toibin's new novel, is the follow-up to his popular 2009 book, Brooklyn, a coming-of-age story about a young woman named Eilis Lacey who leaves Ireland and tries to make a life in New York. The sequel picks up in the 1970s, 20 years after the events of that earlier story, and begins with a betrayal. Tony Fiorello, Eilis's third-generation Italian American husband, has impregnated another woman. So far, so familiar; an infidelity plot in a domestic drama is not exactly new territory.

But the way Eilis becomes aware of the affair is jarring. Her prosperous suburb seems to be populated mostly by second- or third-generation Americans, so when the husband of Tony's mistress knocks on her door and tells her about the pregnancy, she's surprised to note his Irish accent. Immediately, "she recognized something in him, a stubbornness, perhaps even a sort of sincerity ... She had known men like this in Ireland." Like a ghost, this voice and this man have shown up on Eilis's doorstep, a reminder of the country that she left 20 years ago. And, as Long Island's story unfolds and we follow the dissolution of Eilis's marriage, along with her subsequent summer-long retreat to an Ireland already in the beginning stages of its own sea change, Toibin asks that most American of questions: Can you go home again? His new novel suggests that to emigrate might itself be a fundamental betrayal, a breaking of a bond not unlike a husband betraying his wife--and that even when one returns to the homeland, one remains in a sort of exile that demands humility, flexibility, and perhaps some form of penance.

Going home--back to Ireland, back to Enniscorthy, and back to her mother's house--is in fact what Eilis decides to do next. Readers of Brooklyn will not be surprised by this choice, echoing as it does Eilis's pivotal trip back home in that novel, after the unexpected death of her sister and her secret marriage to Tony. The shared structure between the two books is a clever choice by Toibin. Eilis's second trip back to Ireland distinctly recalls her previous one, but this time, she is middle-aged and has two teenage children; her homegoing has been warped by regrets and mistakes that, with age, she can now see more clearly.

Read: Ireland's great gamble

What has changed in Ireland? Everything and nothing. Jim Farrell, the pub owner with whom Eilis shared a brief and chaste affair 20 years before, is still there, as is Eilis's mother and her brother, Martin. But despite this veneer of consistency, the social norms of this conservative and as of yet still very Catholic country have begun to strain. Fissures in social relationships and a disillusionment with the power of the Church have started to form, ones that will, in another 20 years, crack open alongside the economic boom of the '90s, transforming the Republic of Ireland into a country where divorce, gay marriage, and abortion all eventually became legal. Change, however vague, is everywhere, seen in the refrigerator and the washing machine that Eilis purchases for her mother's home and in the secretive extramarital sex men and women have with each other after meeting in dance halls. "Times have changed. I see that in the pub," Jim notes to Eilis, before proposing that they sleep together.

And Eilis, too, will change. The majority of this novel takes place back in Ireland, signaling a restoration of Eilis's sense of personhood, eclipsed as it has become over the past two decades by Tony's domineering family. On Long Island, Eilis lives on a street virtually surrounded by her in-laws, Tony's brothers, and their wives and children. Amid the chaos of the Fiorellos, Eilis has receded, her identity worn down and crammed into the accommodating role of "wife," while an air of ethnic tribalism pervades. Tony's father, the booming patriarch residing over weekly Sunday lunches, has still, after 20 years, never quite learned how to say Eilis's name. Tony's family members constantly invoke Eilis's Irishness as evidence of her perceived strangeness, blaming "her interest in privacy and staying apart as something Irish." Eilis's own children bear little resemblance to their mother, taking after their father in their looks and demeanor. She has become symbolic: Irish before she is a person in her own right, a wife who is nothing more than an accessory to Tony. Toibin seems to suggest that being both wife and immigrant demands conformity to the expectations dictated by one's position.

Now, with the arrival of the baby looming, even Eilis's role as the sole mother to Tony's children is threatened. When, near the beginning of the book, Eilis's busybody mother-in-law, Francesca, made it clear that she would be raising her new grandchild within sight of Eilis's own home (implicitly suggesting that Eilis will thus want to keep her distance), she seemed to be using her daughter-in-law's ethnicity as justification: "I often think you get homesick at our big gatherings, with all the Italian food and all the Italians talking," Francesca tells her in an icy moment. "It often strikes me that you might sometimes dread our lunches. I know how I would feel if everyone was Irish."

Francesca's comments could be read as prejudice, or simply as a mother-in-law's distaste for a woman she still considers an outsider in her family. But Irishness in America comes with its own baggage. Like most questions of ethnic and national identity, it is porous and complicated. Of all the diasporas to have settled in the United States, Ireland's has had a particular impact, if through nothing but sheer numbers alone. (From 1820 to 1930, reports the Library of Congress, as many as 4.5 million Irish immigrated to America; today, one out of 10 Americans claim Irish ancestry of some kind.) Perhaps it's no surprise, then, that a sort of twinned relationship between the two countries has formed over the years, which often rears its head in moments of statecraft or mutual cultural interest: President Barack Obama's welcome in Moneygall, the hometown of his great-great-great-grandfather; the surprising popularity of American country music on Irish radio stations; the short-lived video portal that connected Dublin to New York City.

Read: You should be reading Sebastian Barry

We see a similar doubling in Long Island, especially when Eilis's children, Rosella and Larry, come to visit toward the end of their mother's stay. Though they're acknowledged as American--"What is strange," Eilis herself comments, "is how American they are"--soon enough, a blurring occurs: Rosella grows close with her grandmother, while Larry, out at the pubs with his uncle Martin, begins to take on an Irish cadence to his voice, slang peppering his speech. If emigration can be seen as a betrayal, then the second generation's return to the motherland harbors a chance at mending the relationship.

A repair will not come for Eilis and Tony, though. The more time Eilis spends in Ireland, the greater the divide between herself and her husband grows, while she deepens her bond with her children. Eilis wants her children "to like the town and think well of her mother and Martin and talk nostalgically when they got home about their time in Ireland, with the idea that this, too, was where they came from, even if it might seem less significant than the Italian world that they had heard about from their grandparents." This is a reversal of the immigrant's essential betrayal to the country of their origin, a kind of atonement for leaving.

Like a husband stepping outside the boundaries of his marriage, an immigrant's return home can feel like an inappropriate flirtation, a betrayal of both the original decision to leave and the life now lived in the adopted country. But by the end of Long Island, Eilis's own relationship with both America and Ireland has, through her children, solidified. She will return to America and, in doing so, she will turn the definition of "home" from black-and-white, either/or, to something more fluid: both.
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Praising Trump With Faint Damnation

How can people who claim to be followers of Jesus support a man of undisguised moral degeneracy?

by Peter Wehner




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


Franklin Graham, one of America's most well-known evangelicals, recently did what he has never done before: He offered a critical assessment of Donald Trump. Speaking to The Wall Street Journal not long ago, Graham conceded that Trump--twice impeached, thrice married, and four times indicted--at times uses "locker room" talk.

That's right; that was it. And even Graham's mildest of all possible criticisms of the former president was accompanied by a compliment: Trump may sound a bit bawdy at times, according to Graham, but at least he doesn't hide it! Come now in praise of Donald Trump's authenticity.

All of us, even Graham, know deep down that corruption pervades every aspect of Trump's life--personal, political, and financial. Only a few months after having been found liable for sexually assaulting and defaming a woman, Trump is on trial in New York City, having been charged with falsifying 34 business records related to the reimbursement of a $130,000 hush-money payment to a porn star, Stormy Daniels, who says she had a sexual encounter with him. Yet Graham, a right-wing culture warrior who throughout his life has obsessed over sexual sin, has given Trump a mulligan, time and time and time again. Despite all of Trump's transgressions, Graham has campaigned for him, and insists he will go down "as one of the great presidents of our nation."

From the January/February 2024 issue: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

The narrative that's being pushed by Graham is that Trump's "locker room" talk and "mean tweets" are his worst transgressions.

This assertion is a lie, ignoble but in some respects understandable. After all, Trump supporters can't defend who Trump really is, the awful things he does and says. They can't defend his lawlessness and cruelty and crudity, the attempted coups and encouragement to his supporters to violently storm the Capitol and hang his vice president. They can't defend his fraud and promiscuity, his love of conspiracy theories and affinity for dictators, his pathological lying and deranged rants, his misogyny and racism, his mocking of prisoners of war and those with disabilities. So they take his least problematic actions and pretend they're his most problematic offenses. It's the opposite of damning someone with faint praise; in this case, it's praising Trump with faint damnation.

This is a common approach within MAGA world, but especially among white evangelical Christians. They are Trump's most reliable supporters. He owes his political career to them.

The question I've been asked as much as any other during the Trump era is how people who claim to be followers of Jesus can offer such dependable, even enthusiastic, support to a man of undisguised moral degeneracy. Why do they rally around Trump in overwhelming numbers even when there are very solid conservative alternatives to him, such as former South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley, in 2024? How can Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, who recently told Sean Hannity that if you read the Bible you'll understand his entire worldview, appear at Trump's hush-money trial in Manhattan to show his moral support for such a morally compromised man? (Ironically, Johnson claims he has installed "accountability software," Covenant Eyes, on his and his family's electronic devices to ensure that they don't watch porn.)

How did we end up in a situation that led the late Timothy J. Keller, who was one of the most trusted Christian ministers in the world, to say that the word evangelical used to denote people who staked out the moral high ground--but now, in popular usage, is nearly synonymous with hypocrite?

The answer is complicated. Part of the explanation is that many white evangelicals have convinced themselves that if Democrats win public office, especially the presidency, abortion and crime rates will skyrocket, there will be a "war on Christianity," and America will become a hellscape.

The fact that the empirical evidence doesn't support this claim doesn't matter to them; they feel it's true, they tell one another it's true, and so they operate on the assumption that it must be true. It's not enough to say that Democrats are wrong on some important matters and radicalized in some troubling ways; things need to be framed as an existential battle, as good versus evil, as God versus Satan.

They believe, too, that to criticize their own side in this life-and-death struggle would be traitorous. With the stakes so high, with the consequences of defeat so catastrophic, they are willing to embrace un-Christian means to achieve what they believe to be the greater moral good.

"For some on the religious right," Malcolm Gladwell wrote in an American Spectator essay in 1986, "advancing a political agenda has come to take precedence over even the most basic ethical considerations." This has been a decades-long through line.

Another reason things are playing out the way they are in the white evangelical world is that its leaders are giving in to the ancient temptation of proximity to political power, choosing to be court pastors in order to win the favor of the king. They are thrilled to be taken seriously, thrilled to be offered invitations to the halls of power, thrilled to be seen having influence in this world. In my years in politics, I've never found a group as easily seduced by political power as evangelicals.

An analogy might be helpful here. Imagine a middle-school student, awkward and lacking social skills, not particularly popular, longing to be asked to sit at the cool kids' table. It would mean everything to that student to be invited in--and once in, they would do anything to stay. To lose their newfound social status would feel like death.
 
 Franklin Graham's father, Billy Graham, was known as the "pastor to the presidents." He admitted near the end of his life that he wished he had steered clear of politics, that "looking back, I know I sometimes crossed the line, and I wouldn't do that now." That lesson has been lost on his son and on the entirety of the religious right. They have crossed the line repeatedly, and they would eagerly do so again. The allure is too great, their capacity to resist it too weak.

There is also this unsettling fact: Too many people who claim to be Christians treat Jesus as a "hood ornament," to quote my friend Russell Moore. Christianity is for them an add-on, something they use to validate their preexisting ideological and partisan political beliefs. The Bible is useful to the extent that it acts as proof text for what they already believe.

If you examine Christian fundamentalism and the evangelical subculture--not all of it, by any means, but significant parts of it--you'll discover that antipathy rather than love is treated as vivifying, energizing, even life-giving. Enmity--in particular, enmity for Democrats, for progressives, and for Never Trumpers--is the entry emotion into a broader community; it provides a tribal home, one that thrives on conflict and hostility. The example of Jesus is not just inconvenient for these adherents; it is a thousand light-years away.

It's certainly true that not all of the evangelical world is fully aligned with the MAGA movement. There are many evangelicals, including many pastors and people in positions of leadership, who are queasy about Trump and about how many American Christians support him. But a lot of them are unwilling to speak out, so they can avoid conflict. They don't want to politicize the Church, which is an understandable impulse.
 
 The problem, however, is that Christian institutions are collapsing in the face of aggressive assaults by the Christian right. We saw that recently with the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), a conservative denomination, which first invited the writer David French to speak on a panel about political polarization and then, in the face of a right-wing online backlash, disinvited him.

French had agreed to appear on the panel after only having been approached by an individual within the PCA; he did it as a favor. Moreover, he reminded the PCA that he was no longer a member, and the PCA was warned that French was controversial on the far right. Was it ready to take the heat? He was assured the PCA was--until the PCA and its stated clerk, Bryan Chapell, folded. The failure of courage by Chapell and his colleagues in the PCA has been replicated in one Christian institution after another during the Trump era.

Most evangelicals would say that converting people to the Christian faith is among the highest callings of their lives. For them, "winning souls"--bringing the message of salvation to those who do not believe--is essential. Whatever non-Christians might feel about that mission, and how much grace and sensitivity Christians have demonstrated in fulfilling it, for many Christians it's consistent with Jesus's injunction to "make disciples of all nations." Which makes the evangelical embrace of the MAGA ethic particularly problematic.

It was clear at the outset of the Trump era that the decision of many fundamentalists and evangelicals to embrace him, despite his brutishness and degeneracy, would come at very high cost to the Christian witness. The hypocrisy and self-righteousness has been staggering and almost unimaginable. It's hard to think of a more effective way that the enemies of Christianity could have discredited the faith than what we've seen unfold since 2016.

From the June 2022 issue: How politics poisoned the evangelical Church

In Walker Percy's The Second Coming, Will Barrett, the novel's main character, says of Christians, "I cannot be sure they don't have the truth. But if they have the truth, why is it the case that they are repellent precisely to the degree that they embrace and advertise that truth? One might even become a Christian if there were few if any Christians around. Have you ever lived in the midst of fifteen million Southern Baptists?" Barrett then puts forward a mystery: "If the good news is true, why is not one pleased to hear it? And if the good news is true; why are its public proclaimers such assholes and the proclamation itself such a weary used-up thing?"

It need not be this way. There have been many moments of glory and beauty, of extraordinary benevolence and selflessness, in Christianity's witness to the world. The main reason for the spread of Christianity in its first three centuries was that its adherents demonstrated compassion and sacrificial love, particularly toward the powerless and the marginalized, toward widows and orphans, the imprisoned and the sick, the social outcasts. Christianity spread the concept that all are made in the image of God and therefore have inherent human dignity. It was "an unprecedented idea at the time, and one to which our world owes its entire democratic inheritance," according to the French philosopher and secular humanist Luc Ferry.

My own life has been indelibly shaped by people of the Christian faith who have loved me; they have walked with me through periods of grief and pain, listened to my questions and doubts, and created cherished moments and memories. They have enriched my life, and I know that their lives are more merciful and joyful and generous because of their faith. I have seen a handful of people I've loved walk through the valley of the shadow of death with dignity, courage, and faithfulness.

One of them was Steve Hayner, who served as the president of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship and Columbia Theological Seminary. The last time I saw Steve, who died in 2015, he uttered words that I have continued to hold close to my heart. The central character of God, Steve said, is love and grace, and the central mission of Christians is to extend God's hand of grace to others.

That is the answer to Will Barrett's mystery.
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Russia's Psychological Warfare Against Ukraine

"There is a battle going on between two worldviews, but the divisions aren't geographical. They're in people's heads."

by Kevin Townsend




After months of struggle with little movement, the war in Ukraine may be nearing a crucial point. The fight has not been going well for Ukraine. With American aid stalled, tired fighters on the front lines faced ammunition shortages just as Russia brought new sources of recruits and weapons online.

But although painfully delayed, military support from the United States is on its way. The aid package passed in April is the first since Republicans took control of the House of Representatives more than a year ago, but it's also the largest yet. Now the question is: Will it make a difference in time?

The Atlantic staff writer Anne Applebaum joins host Hanna Rosin on Radio Atlantic to discuss the state of the war and how the fight extends well beyond the battlefield itself.

According to Applebaum, the psychological toll Ukraine faced from the aid holdup is only the beginning. Russia may not be able to occupy Ukraine's cities, but it can wage a kind of psychological warfare to make them unlivable.

She also describes an information war Russia has brought much closer to home for Americans. Her June cover story in The Atlantic chronicles the "new propaganda war" that Russia, China, and other illiberal states are waging on the democratic world, and how that war can shape the fate of Ukraine.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

News clip: Russian forces are advancing in Ukraine, including a major offensive near Ukraine's second-largest city.
 News clip: President Zelensky has warned that Russia's latest push in Ukraine's northeast could be the first wave of a wider offensive.
 News clip: Congress approved $60 billion in military aid for Ukraine in April. The approval came after months of dire warnings from Ukraine that its troops are running out of weapons and losing ground to Russian fighters.


Hanna Rosin: The news out of Ukraine has recently turned bleak. Russia broke through critical lines in the north, and the Ukrainian side seems depleted of manpower and weapons. Now, a major part of what changed the dynamic was the halt in U.S. aid. The aid was stalled since Republicans took over the House of Representatives, although a month ago they passed the first aid bill in over a year, which may or may not be too late to turn things around.

Now, I know that there is a connection between what happens on the battlefield in Ukraine and U.S. politics. But I did not truly grasp how deep that connection was and how it could affect not just the upcoming election but all of American culture, until I talked to staff writer Anne Applebaum. Anne is the first person I always want to talk to in these moments when major shifts are under way, because she can read between the lines.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and this week: how Russia has brought its war much closer to home than Americans may realize.

Anne has a new book coming out this summer called Autocracy, Inc. And in it, she's been putting together the pieces: how the war in Ukraine is not just a fight for ground but a fight for psychological territory--in Russia, in the U.S. election, and pretty much all over the world.

[Music]

Rosin: So things have shifted on the battlefield in Ukraine. I know that much. Can you explain exactly what happened?

Anne Applebaum: So, in essence, there are two different stories. There's a story about the front line in northern and eastern Ukraine. And there we see what's now a full-scale, very large Russian offensive.

Rosin: All of a sudden? Like it just--all of a sudden?

Applebaum: It's been pushing for a while, but there was a relaunched attack in recent days and weeks against the city of Kharkiv, which is in the far north--quite near the Russian border, sort of northeast Ukraine--as well as in the east, in the sort of Donetsk region.

The Russians moved tens of thousands of troops into the area, supposedly 50,000 east of Kharkiv, and redoubled their attacks on Ukrainian cities and infrastructure. That seems to have been a plan, and it seems to have been timed to happen now.

Rosin: And why was it suddenly successful? Like, I feel like it's been stalled and stalled and stalled for almost a year.

Applebaum: The Ukrainians have been running out of ammunition for a long time, and during the six months in which we weren't helping them and the European ammunition was also still on its way, the Ukrainians were holding ground but were losing weapons and equipment. And during that same period, the Russians regathered their forces. And in the last few days, they decided to push forward, as I said, in those two places.

Rosin: And did anything change on the Russian side, like new strategy, new something?

Applebaum: A couple things changed on the Russian side--one was the recruitment of more soldiers. They now pay people a lot of money to be in the army. And in very poor parts of Russia, they will now go and fight. Also, there's a kind of constant, back-and-forth electronic warfare, drone warfare. The Russians got better at using drones and better at blocking Ukrainian drones and equipment.

That's one of these things where they do one thing and then the Ukrainians learn another thing. So there's a kind of constant spiral, and that's changing all the time. But they did recover from an earlier phase in the war when the Ukrainians could beat them using high tech a lot more easily.

I should say there's another piece of the war, however. The second piece of the story is that the Ukrainians are now using long-range weapons--some European, some American, some stuff they've been given recently--to hit targets in Crimea and also in Russia itself. They hit an airfield. They've been hitting gas and oil storage facilities, production facilities.

And they've supposedly taken out perhaps as much as 10 percent of Russia's oil-refining capacity. They've hit major military targets in Crimea. And so this is their new form of innovation--is to block Russian efforts from farther back. It's almost like a separate war from the war on the front line.

Rosin: I see. So the traditional battlefield that we report on and have been tracking and monitoring looks bleak, but there's other things happening elsewhere. Okay. That's good to know.

A last battlefield question: What's the importance of the cities, the particular cities and places where Russia has made incursions?

Applebaum: So the attack on Kharkiv, which is sort of Ukraine's second city--it was actually, at one point in history, it was the capital of Ukraine. It's a major cultural and industrial center.

The fact that the Russians are now so focused on it--focused on taking out their power stations, taking out their infrastructure, seemingly in order to force people out, to make people leave Kharkiv--is a pretty major shift in the war. They weren't attacking Kharkiv earlier in the war.

Rosin: Tactically or psychologically? Because it's such an important city.

Applebaum: I think it's probably psychological. The idea is to make it unlivable. And my guess is that that's really the Russian strategy for all of Ukraine, is to make it unlivable. They can't capture it. I mean, capturing Kharkiv would be a kind of six-month Stalingrad-like urban battle. That would be my guess.

And they probably don't want to do that. So what they probably want to do instead is force everyone to leave. If there's no electricity and there's no water and the center is bombed out and you can't live there, then that's a different kind of victory.

Rosin: Okay. I understand the strategy so much better. You mentioned U.S. aid. Everybody talks about U.S. aid. I feel like you, for months, have been warning: U.S. aid is critical. Please pass an aid bill. Looking back on this year, how critical is or has U.S. aid been to this shift in momentum?

Applebaum: So U.S. aid and the argument in the U.S. over the aid were hugely important--both for real reasons, in that, you know, the U.S. aid provides ammunition and bullets and guns on the ground, and for psychological reasons.

Because what the Russians are trying to do is to exhaust Ukraine, to convince people that Ukraine can't win, to convince Ukrainians that they have no allies, and thereby to get them to stop fighting. And so the Russians are hoping to win through a psychological game as much as a military game.

Rosin: Interesting. Okay, so it's not just literal weapons--and I mean, it's also literal weapons.

Applebaum: It's also literal weapons, but it's not only the literal weapons.

Rosin: It's: You are friendless and alone.

Applebaum: You're friendless and alone, and your major supplier, which is the United States, or your big friend in Washington, isn't going to help you anymore. And, you know, this had some impact on Ukrainians.

I mean, there's a certain scratchiness that Ukrainians now have about the U.S. You know, We relied on them. And then, you know, U.S. domestic politics undermined that. You know, remember Biden went there and, you know--first U.S. president to visit a war zone in a place where the U.S. didn't even have troops on the ground--and promised them he would stand by them. And then he didn't. And, okay, it wasn't his fault. And it wasn't him alone. But nevertheless, that was experienced by a lot of people as a kind of betrayal.

That was very psychologically damaging. It meant that there were soldiers on the front line who didn't have anything to shoot back with.

Rosin: So when you say "scratchiness," that's what you mean? Just a mistrust?

Applebaum: Mistrust. Doubt. The sense of being part of a big, friendly alliance is chipped away quite a bit. I mean, it has to be said that during this time, there have been a bunch of new European projects to give them aid.

There was the so-called Czech ammunition initiative. The Czechs are major producers of ammunition and weapons and have been for many decades. And there are a number of big European projects that are just getting off the ground to make new weapons, to make ammunition and so on. So other things have been happening, but the U.S. aid was expected to carry Ukraine over for six months, and it wasn't there.

Rosin: Right. So, U.S. aid was literally important, and it was meant as a bridge. So it's like there is no more bridge.

Applebaum: Yes. Yes. I mean, it's fixed now, in other words, so the aid is coming. It's hard for me to tell from outside how fast it's coming. It seems some things got there right away. These long-range weapons got there right away. Other things seem to be taking longer.

So that's hard for me to tell, but there was some damage that was done by the delay. So, both psychological damage and damage in terms of lost territory and lost ability to fight.

Rosin: Can we look at this from the U.S. side for a minute, since there is about to be an election? Do you just look at it as standard deadlock, or do you see some isolationism rising up in a more powerful way than it had before? How do you read the long delay from the American side?

Applebaum: So I don't think isolationism is the right word to use. I think what we were seeing was something different, which was a concerted effort to block aid that was coming from Donald Trump and people around Trump and was supported by people inside the Republican Party who are actually pro-Russian.

So I don't think it's just that they want America to withdraw and live in splendid isolation. I think there is a piece of the Republican Party that actively supports Russia. There are members of Congress who repeat Russian propaganda on the floor of the House and of the Senate, and who actively spread Russian propaganda on social media. Those people aren't isolationists. I mean, there's something a little bit more than that happening.

Rosin: Okay. So that sounds conspiratorial to the uninitiated. So, prove yourself!

Applebaum: So to unpack--I mean, so first of all: Don't listen to me. Listen to the various Senate and House leaders who have also said this. So, Chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee and Tom Tillis, who's a Republican Senator--they're all people who have said on the record, on TV, in the last few weeks and months, have talked about their colleagues repeating Russian propaganda.

There's one specific story. For example, there's a story that circulated on social media a few months ago that said that President Zelensky of Ukraine had purchased two yachts, and there were pictures of the yachts that came in some kind of post.

Obviously, President Zelensky has not purchased any yachts. Kiev is landlocked. What does he need the yachts for anyway? It was a completely made-up story that nevertheless was passed around the sort of MAGA-Russian echo chamber, which are more or less the same thing.

That story: During the debate about Ukraine aid, Senator Tillis said he heard his colleagues in the Senate--Republican colleagues in the Senate--cite that story and say, for example, We shouldn't give Ukraine aid, because Zelensky will just spend it on his yachts.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Applebaum: So that is a direct example of a false story that comes from the swamp of the internet, that is being passed around, and that is then repeated by a member of the United States Senate as a reason why we shouldn't help Ukraine.

You couldn't get a more pure example of how fever dreams created in some troll's brain or on somebody's phone then become a part of the conversation in Congress.

And there's another set of arguments that are coming from Donald Trump's camp, and Trump himself says some of it in public. He says he wants to do a deal with Russia. And there have been little leaks about what that deal might look like. And perhaps the deal includes some kind of negotiation over the border. Perhaps the deal includes some new U.S. relationship with Russia. Perhaps the deal includes some kind of deal to do with fuel prices, oil prices.

There's clearly an interest in the Trump camp to have some kind of alliance with Russia. And some people also in the Trump orbit talk about breaking up Russia and China: We need a relationship with Russia in order to oppose China, which is one of these things that sounds great until you remember how much Russia and China have in common and that the reasons why they're in alliance have nothing to do with us.

But that's a separate topic. But there are enough people in that world who are looking for reasons why we should be allied with Russia and not with Ukraine that it's not some kind of coincidence.

Rosin: I see. Okay. So what I'm taking from that is it's not a totally coherent plan or motivation. There's a little bit of pro-Russia business interests. There's a little bit of Trump magic. There's a whole bunch of interests, but somehow the result is that there's a repeating of propaganda.

Applebaum: Yeah, I don't think it's a conspiracy, and 99 percent of it is visible to the naked eye.

I'm just quoting you things that people have said. And it's simply a desire by a part of the Republican party to have a different role in the world. Like, we don't want to be the country that aids struggling democracies. We want to be the country that does deals. We're going to do a deal with Russia. We'll do a deal with whoever we can do deals with.

The idea is that the United States isn't a leader of NATO. The United States isn't the leader of the democratic world. Instead, the United States is one power among many who does transactional deals with whoever it deems to be in its interest at that moment.

And that was Trump's foreign policy in the first term. He was restrained in it. He was prevented from doing everything that he wanted to do. He wanted to drop out of NATO, but he was talked out of it by John Bolton and others. But that's not a new phenomenon. That's the way a part of the party is going.

Rosin: And interestingly, that faction did not win. There was U.S. aid--U.S. aid was delivered. How critical do you think the new infusion of aid is or will be?

Applebaum: So the new infusion of aid is critical. Again, I'm not on the ground, and I can't tell you what exactly has got there and what exactly it will be doing. But, psychologically, it means the Ukrainians know more stuff is coming. So they're not being shot at on the front lines with no help arriving.

So they have: Something is coming. It's on the way. That's very important. And then also some of the new weapons we've already seen in effect. So the hits on Crimea and on some of the other places on the front lines seem to be effective because of some of the new U.S. weapons.

[Music]

Rosin: All right. So that's the situation in Ukraine. When we come back: Russian propaganda--how surprisingly effective it's been, and how it's taken root far from Moscow, both in the United States and elsewhere, and what that means for the future of democracy everywhere.

[Music]

Rosin: So where we are now: There's this critical moment in the war, and then there are all these shifting, underlying alliances that we saw come out in the debate over aid. And a lot of them have to do with shifting propaganda and messaging, which is really interesting. How is Vladimir Putin messaging this moment? Like, what's he saying?

Applebaum: So, Putin's messaging--what Putin himself says--is of no significance. Russian messaging and Russian propaganda comes through a lot of different channels.

So it comes through proxies. It comes through some Russian ambassadors. There's of course Russian TV. There's RT. And some of it is laundered through--it's called information laundering--it's laundered through other kinds of publications that have links to Russia that you can't see.

So there will be newspapers or websites in Africa or Latin America, which look on the surface like they don't have anything to do with Russia but, in fact, they have links to Russia.

Rosin: This is why we have you, Anne Applebaum, to draw these lines.

Applebaum: I mean, I'm actually very interested in how it works in Africa, which I think is more interesting than how it works in the U.S., but that's a separate story. But, you know, some of it, as we know, comes through trolls on social media. Twitter is now pretty much awash in different kinds of Russian trolls.

It's hard to say if they're really Russians or they're just people who like Russia or they're being paid.

Rosin: Who knows.

Applebaum: Who knows. But there's a lot of it. So a lot of the attempts that social media companies made a few years ago to control some of this stuff, some of them don't work as well anymore, especially on Twitter, but not only.

So the messages come in different ways. And I should also say that the other new factor is that the messages are sometimes amplified by other autocracies. So in addition to Russian messaging, you now have Chinese messaging, some of which echoes Russian messaging. You have Iranian messaging--same thing. Venezuelan messaging--same thing.

Rosin: What do you mean, "Same thing"? Like, same message about the Ukraine war?

Applebaum: Same messages about the Ukraine war.

Rosin: What's the message?

Applebaum: The message is: The Ukrainians are Nazis. The Ukrainians can't win. The war is America's fault. This is a NATO war against Russia that was provoked by NATO.

There's another strand alongside it that also says, you know, Ukraine is decaying and chaotic and catastrophic. The United States is also decaying and divided and catastrophic. These are all losing powers, and you shouldn't support them.

I'm being very, very over general, but there is now a kind of authoritarian set of narratives, which more or less are all about that, and they're now repeated by lots of different actors in different countries. I mean, there are some specific things about Ukraine.

In a cover story I wrote for The Atlantic, I describe a story that was very important at the very beginning of the war: the so-called biolabs conspiracy theory, which was an idea that the U.S. is building biological weapons in laboratories in Ukraine, and that somehow that's a reason for the war. This was completely fake. It was debunked multiple times, including at the UN.

Nevertheless, it was repeated by Russian sources. It was repeated by Chinese sources. It went out--China has a huge media network in Africa. That whole story went out on that network. You could find it all over, you know, Ecuador and Chile and so on.

And that was a story that was so prevalent at the beginning of the war that something like 30 percent of Americans saw it and may well have believed it. And, certainly, a lot of Africans and Latin Americans also saw it and may well have believed it.

Rosin: You're speaking, and I'm feeling utterly defeated. I mean, that's the truth. I feel utterly defeated by these washes and washes and washes of information coming from all corners that are going to snag in some people's minds and sort of corrode them. Like, that's the image I had as you were talking.

So in a moment like this, all that is the groundwork. What you just described is the groundwork that's been going on since the Ukraine war began.

Applebaum: It's been going on for a decade.

I mean, it has to be said, the Ukrainians are also good at messaging, and they have resisted that pretty well. And they were very good at it in the first year of the war. The majority of Americans still support Ukraine. And the majority of Europeans still support Ukraine. So it's not as if the Russians are winning everywhere all the time. It's just that it turned out they had affected a key part of the Republican Party, which, actually, by the way, took me by surprise.

When the aid didn't pass early last autumn, I was initially surprised.

Rosin: Surprised that this broader message was seeping up into--

Applebaum: It was the broader message and the degree to which Trump didn't want it passed and was blocking it, and that therefore--first it was Kevin McCarthy, later Mike Johnson--were also willing to block it. That was not something I expected.

Rosin: Because you, in your mind, are used to like: Okay, there's some isolationist strain. But the idea that the argument itself has taken on all kinds of force, motivation--

Applebaum: The idea that they had that much power at the top of the Republican Party. Because many senior Republicans, the leaders of all the important committees in the House, are all people who have been to Ukraine, who have been very pro-Ukraine, who understand the significance of Ukraine and the war in the world and were willing to help. And so none of the congressional leadership were buying any of this Russian propaganda. But then it turned out that it still mattered. Because of Donald Trump.

Rosin: I'm trying to wrap my head around this global propaganda war that you're describing. I'm used to thinking of propaganda, I guess, in an old-fashioned way, which is something that happens over there in countries that are autocracies, and the autocrats impose it on their beleaguered citizens, and it doesn't have anything to do with me. Like, it's something I anthropologically witnessed.

Applebaum: That's very 20th century. That's the 20th-century idea. So in the 20th century, when you think of what was Soviet propaganda, it was posters with tractor drivers, and they had square jaws, and they were digging lots of wheat, and there would be overproduction in the steel industry and so on--

Rosin: And we might buy them in a campy way--

Applebaum: We might buy them in a campy way. I'm sure I own some. So that was 20th-century Soviet propaganda, which ultimately failed because it was so easy to compare that with reality. So even when I first went to the Soviet Union in the '80s, people could see that wasn't true. That was the major flaw of that form of propaganda.

What happens now, led by the Russians, and this has been true for a decade--modern Russian propaganda, and now other autocracies echo it, is not focused so much on promoting the greatness of Russia. Sometimes there's a bit of that. Mostly, it's focused on the degeneracy and decline of democracy. So the idea is to make sure that Russians don't imagine there's something better anywhere else.

Rosin: Because they wouldn't know. Like, you can tell that Russian propaganda about Russia is a lie because you're actually waiting on a bread line. So you know that it's not as good as the posters are showing, but you don't necessarily know.

Applebaum: But you haven't been to Sweden or the United Kingdom or wherever. And a lot of it was--the implication of it was--now I'm just paraphrasing, but it was: Okay, not everything in Russia is perfect. And, okay, we may have some corruption, and we have some oligarchs. But look over there at the hideous decline of, you know, England and France and Germany and America. You wouldn't want to be like that.

And the purpose of this is that the main opponents of Putin and Putinism were people--and over the last two decades, have been people--who used the language of democracy and transparency and anti-corruption.

Rosin: And freedom.

Applebaum: And freedom.

Rosin: Yeah.

Applebaum: And that kind of language was also aligned with an idea that there were better societies--like, you know, in Europe and North America--and Russia could be like them.

And remember that many Russians in the '90s did hope that their country would become a democracy and believed well into the 2000s that it was still a possibility and were used to the idea that these countries are our friends.

And so what Putin has set out to do is to poison that idea--so poison the idea that there's anything better--and to poison the idea of the ideas, poison the language: democracy, freedom, transparency, rule of law, anti-corruption. All those things have to be shown to be false.

And this has been done in various ways. So there's a version of this inside Russia, and there's a version abroad. But inside Russia, it's been part of an anti-LGBT campaign. You know, The Western world is degenerate. Putin has said it himself: There are many different kinds of genders. Who even knows what happens over there anymore. An implication of degeneracy. Here we still have some kind of clean, more traditional way of life.

Rosin: Men and women.

Applebaum: Exactly. And that was mostly originally designed for the Russian audience. But it also had a certain echo and an appeal to a far-right audience in the United States and in Europe.

You know, the Russians do it because they want to weaken the United States. They want the U.S. to leave Europe. They want, you know, American decline to accelerate. And Americans do it because they want to take over the government and replace it with a different kind of government.

And so many of the people who will repeat Russian propaganda have been repeating some of those same ideas also for decades.

I mean, this story goes back probably 20 years, so this is nothing especially new, but it became much more turbocharged in 2014 during the first Russian invasion of Ukraine.

Rosin: It sounds like what you're saying is: We are vulnerable. I mean, it seems like their propaganda war is winning, the autocrats. Like, I feel like the Americans are duped in this scenario.

Applebaum: I mean, first of all, it's not clear yet that they're winning.

I mean, again, a majority of Americans support Ukraine, and a majority of Americans support the idea that the U.S. should be a democracy. So, we're not finished yet. It's a very delicate thing.

I mean, are we being manipulated and duped by foreigners? Or is it elements in our own society that are seeking to manipulate us and dupe us?

In other words, the farthest thing I want to do is say that somehow the Russians are intervening in our politics and changing it. I think it's more complicated than that. I think we have a very important element of U.S. politics that believes the same things and uses the same tactics and is very happy to be amplified by the Russians for its own ends.

So usually what happens is that Russian propaganda doesn't invent things that are new. So, for example, in France, the Russians did not invent Marine Le Pen, who's the French far-right leader. She's been part of French politics for decades. They just amplify her. In her case, they gave her some money.

In Spain, there's a Catalan separatist movement, which has also been supported by the Russians in different ways. Did they invent that? No. It was already there. It's been part of Spanish politics for decades.

What they do is they take an existing fault line or an existing division, and then they help it get worse. So whether that's through, you know, social media campaigns, in some cases through money, in some cases through helping particular individuals, they seek to amplify.

Rosin: So it's almost like there's this coalescing global division and on one side a sort of autocracy and nostalgia.

Applebaum: Except that it's--

Rosin: And the other side is what, like, freedom and democracy?

Applebaum: Except that it's more complicated because there is no--it's not the Cold War. There's no geographic line. There's no Berlin Wall, and good guys are on one side and bad guys are on the other.

These are struggles that are taking place within each democracy and actually within each autocracy. I'm leaving out the fact that there are democrats in Russia and movements in Iran and in China, for example, that have also wanted greater freedom, greater autonomy, rule of law.

A lot of it's about transparency. You know, We want to know where the money is. How did our leaders become so rich? That's what the Navalny movement was about, for example, in Russia.

Rosin: Right, right.

Applebaum: And so there is a battle going on between two worldviews, but the divisions aren't geographical. They're in people's heads.

Rosin: Right. Okay, so with Ukraine and this whole propaganda war in mind that you're describing, what are the stakes for the 2024 election?

Applebaum: I think the stakes for the 2024 election are really stark. Is the United States going to remain allied with other democracies? Is it going to continue on the path of the struggle against kleptocracy, which is finally beginning to gain a little bit of traction? So against money laundering and anonymous companies and so on. Is the United States going to militarily resist Russian incursions in Europe? And this is a package of things. Is the United States going to maintain its alliances with Japan and South Korea and Taiwan?

Or is the United States going to become a transactional power whose friends one day might be Russia, another day might be North Korea, who no longer leads a recognizable democratic alliance, either on the ground in the world or mentally?

I mean, are we still going to be seen as a country that stands for a set of ideas--as well as a country that respects language about human rights and human dignity and so on--or are we going to become a transactional power like so many others?

And that's one of the questions that's on the ballot in November.

Rosin: Well, that is very clear. Anne, thank you for helping us put all these pieces together. That was very helpful.

Applebaum: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: To read more of Anne Applebaum's work, check out her June cover story of The Atlantic, "The New Propaganda War." And look for her upcoming book, Autocracy, Inc., this summer.

This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Yvonne Kim. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic Audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/05/russias-psychological-warfare-against-ukraine/678459/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Monastic Mystics Got Right About Life

If this path to happiness worked for Saint Thomas Aquinas, it can work for you.

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.

An old saying commonly attributed to Mark Twain runs, "It ain't what you don't know that gets you into trouble. It's what you know for sure that just ain't so." Misinformation--or what some call "fake news"--is clearly a huge problem in our society, leading to a great deal of conflict. But this principle is, from my observation, also the biggest obstacle facing every young adult starting out on a new life after college graduation. Focusing on all the things you don't know yet is easy. The greater problem is everything the world has told you about your future that simply isn't true.

Our culture's propensity to spread misinformation is nothing new, of course; history abounds with instances of faddish nonsense that influenced conventional wisdom. Fortunately, history also abounds with people and groups dedicated to stamping out fallacious error and declaring truths about life, even when doing so has been inconvenient or costly. A prime example is the Dominican order of priests, nuns, and friars--the Mendicant Order of Preachers that was officially founded in France in 1216 by the Castilian priest Dominic de Guzman.

From their earliest days, the Dominicans have done battle with lies, folly, and ignorance, and what the Order of Preachers has taught to combat falsehood still serves today. To show what I mean, let me give three cases of patent untruths you have probably heard, the Dominican rebuttal, and the supporting evidence from modern science that can help you avoid costly errors and get a good start in the next phase of life.

Havelock Ellis: Science and mysticism

You have probably been told that college is a place you go to figure out your career plans and life ambitions--where you discover what your passion is, what you're good at, and what the world needs specifically from you. College in particular is supposed to give you this information, in a road-to-Damascus sort of way, and you should graduate clear and confident in your goals. If that doesn't happen, well, maybe you'll never have a job you love or really succeed as a result.

This is not true.

In fact, you should not have your future all figured out. Not now, and not later. We learn this from the 13th-century Dominican mystic Meister Eckhart. He taught that we should "live without a why" (sunder warumbe in Middle High German). By this, he did not at all mean that we should be directionless or that life is meaningless. On the contrary, no one was more steadfast than Eckhart in teaching what the ultimate objective of life should be: to act in a spirit of pure love before all else, and not to let worldly aims of money, power, and prestige distract us from this objective.

By all means, we should have goals in life. But they should be intentions to give us direction. They should not be attachments, so that the priority of loving others can always take precedence.

This might sound heretical in our ambitious culture (in his time, Eckhart himself was periodically accused of heresy). But modern social science suggests that it is outstanding advice--and quite easy to follow. Social psychologists have long shown that people are happiest and most productive when they make progress toward ordinary goals for themselves in school, work, and life. To set goals such as getting a decent grade, graduating from college, finding a full-time job, and saving to buy a house is perfectly healthy.

What is not healthy is to be attached to worldly goals in such a way that your happiness depends on them. This leads to the so-called arrival fallacy, in which you believe that bliss attends hitting your goal, a belief that almost invariably leads to frustration and disappointment.

If you are at loose ends right now, and unsure about your future, that's just fine. It means you are fit to serve the highest good as you find it on your journey. Go ahead and set a career goal, but always resolve not to let it distract you from love and service. And that way, you also stay open to finding yourself on another, better path.

Annie Lowrey: The monk who thinks the world is ending

The second big lie you may have absorbed osmotically through the culture has to do with pain and suffering. If one unofficial 1960s motto was "If it feels good, do it," today's might be "If it feels bad, make it stop." Sadness and fear are commonly considered symptoms of pathology; many people have come to see ordinary unhappiness and stress as evidence that they have a disorder. Well-intentioned parents spend a huge amount of energy trying to shield their children from pain of all kinds, physical and emotional--even though good evidence suggests that some experience of adversity can build a capacity for resilience. So those who have been too thoroughly shielded can be forgiven when starting out their life journey for seeing the avoidance of suffering as a primary goal.

Saint Rose of Lima had thoughts on this. She was a Dominican tertiary (a layperson who lives as a nun or monk, but outside a monastery) in 17th-century Peru, and was the first person born in the Americas to be canonized as a saint by the Catholic Church. Rose dedicated herself to serving the poorest of the poor, and suffered her own ill health and torment, dying at age 31. She was a true expert on suffering, both hers and others'. You might think she would hate and resent it, but you would be wrong. "Grace comes after tribulation," she said, paraphrasing Jesus. "Without the burden of afflictions it is impossible to reach the height of grace," she elaborated. "The gifts of grace increase as the struggles increase."

Far from being a martyr to her pain, Rose was a social scientist before her time. The truth is that the people who are happiest with their lives encounter plenty of suffering too. They don't seek it, but they also do not consider it to be some sort of sickness; nor are they afraid of it. On the contrary, they know that suffering is necessary to learn and grow. Research shows that experiences of sadness can improve memory, judgment, motivation, and goodness toward others.

Similarly, fear is an essential part of the human experience because it is how we learn and develop psychological courage, which is core to our well-being. Negative or unpleasant emotions and experiences give us the resistance we need to get stronger. A strategy of evading sources of suffering is no way to live fully. Even if it were possible, it would stunt our development as human beings and lower our satisfaction with life.

Obviously, suffering can reflect a behavioral or psychological maladaptation, and it may involve an actual medical problem, such as clinical depression. But suffering per se is not evidence that you are broken; it is evidence that you are a living human, experiencing a full range of emotions. If, like Rose, you accept your suffering, that challenge can be a key part of your path to success in life: You don't have to be canonized to be sanctified.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to find your faith

Perhaps the biggest lie of all that can hold back your life's journey in the modern world is that you should seek your own individual truth in life. Each of us has different life experiences and struggles, and this means--the contemporary conventional wisdom proposes--that truth is relative, because you have your own truth. The goal is to find that unique personal verity, embrace it, make it your identity, and not let anyone question it.

On this issue, we turn to probably the greatest Dominican mind of all, Saint Thomas Aquinas. The 13th-century "Angelic Doctor," as he became known, embraced Aristotelian philosophy, added in Muslim and Judaic ideas, and interpreted Christian thought in a way that arguably has more continuing influence today than the work of any other Catholic writer.

In his Summa Theologica, he observed that perfect happiness is not possible in this life, but we can approach it if we are "busied with one thing, i.e. the contemplation of truth." The obvious question at this point is--to quote Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Judaea who questioned Jesus--"What is truth?" The knowledge that conforms to my lived experience? No, Aquinas teaches, only one true and divine truth exists--an ineffable mystery that we can't fully attain on Earth. But possessing that ultimate truth is not the point; what matters for your progress toward happiness is to approach it with an open heart and an open mind.

By this logic, establishing and living according to "your truth," which is entirely relative, will not lead to your well-being. Quite the contrary. And past research seems to back this up. In 1984, the psychologist Daniel Lapsley was studying the causes of rising depression among early and late adolescents, a phenomenon that has only escalated since. He asked his young subjects to react to numerous statements such as "Everyone's opinion is just as good as everyone else's" and "There is no such thing as the truth." His conclusion from their responses was clear: A belief in relative truth was a strong predictor of depression.

Arthur C. Brooks: Five teachings of the Dalai Lama I try to live by

To start today on a path toward enjoyment, satisfaction, and meaning, consider the possibility that you don't need to learn anything new. Instead, you may want to unlearn some false lessons that have pervaded the culture over the past few years. The first untruth is that you must know your destination; the second is that a good life is one that minimizes suffering; and the third is that you must know and live your own truth. The Dominican sages and the modern scientists together show that these are all fake news and serious impediments to a happy life.

In their place, I suggest that you start your path of life by repeating each morning these three affirmations:

1. I do not know what this day will bring, but I will live it the best I can, with an attitude of love and generosity.
 2. I am grateful for the good I experience today, but I do not fear the bad, which is part of being alive and an opportunity for learning and growth.
 3. I do not possess the absolute truth, but today I will seek it with honesty, an open heart, and a spirit of adventure.


Even if you prefer not to adopt this practice, let me offer the one universal cheat code that can defeat almost all of the lies you will ever encounter. This is attributed to Saint Dominic himself, the founder of the Order. "Arm yourself with prayer rather than a sword," he said, and "wear humility rather than fine clothes."

You will notice that all of the modern untruths I've identified have one big thing in common: They say you should focus on yourself--your future, your career, your discomfort, your truth. All moral teaching aside, how boring is that? I can think of no better way to miss the awesome majesty of life than to focus egotistically on a psychodrama in which you are the star.

Happy people can zoom out to see and fully enjoy the world around them. But that means standing up to the lie that you are the center of things. That is the essence of humility and a great secret to happiness. We could add one more affirmation to complete the list above: I will focus today on the miraculous world outside myself.



This column is adapted from the commencement speech delivered on May 19, 2024, at Providence College, a Catholic institution founded by Dominican friars.
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OpenAI Should Have Gone Way Beyond Scarlett Johansson

The future of AI voice assistants will be weird.

by Ross Andersen




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


Let's get this out of the way: OpenAI's voice assistant doesn't sound that much like Scarlett Johansson. The movie star has alleged that, though she rebuffed multiple attempts by Sam Altman, the company's CEO, to license her voice for the product that it demoed last week, the one it ended up using was "eerily similar" to her own. Not everyone finds the similarity so eerie--to my ear, it lacks her distinctive smoky rasp--but at the very least, the new AI does appear to imitate the playful lilts and cadences that Johansson used while playing Samantha, the digital assistant in the 2013 film Her. That's depressing--and not only because OpenAI may have run roughshod over Johansson's wishes, but because it has made such an unimaginative choice. Its new AI voice assistant is a true marvel of technology. Why is its presentation so mired in the past?

The OpenAI demo was otherwise impressive. Its new voice assistant answered questions just milliseconds after they were asked. It fluidly translated a conversation between Italian and English. It was capable of repartee. The product's wondrous new abilities made its tired packaging--the voice of yet another perky and pliant woman, with intonations cribbed from science fiction--even more of a drag. The assistant wasn't as overtly sexualized as are some of the AI companions currently on offer. But it certainly had a flirty vibe, most notably in its willingness to laugh at its overlords' dumb jokes. An obsequious, femme-coded AI assistant will obviously be popular among some consumers, but there are many other forms this technology could have taken, and a company that regularly insists on its own inventiveness whiffed on its chance to show us one.

Read: OpenAI just gave away the entire game

I've been skeptical of voice assistants on account of my halting and awkward experiences with Siri and Alexa. The demo made it easier to imagine a world in which voice assistants are truly ubiquitous. If that world comes to pass, people will likely explore a wide range of voice-assistant kinks. AI companies will, in turn, use engagement metrics to surface and refine the most successful ones. Even among normie heterosexual males, there will be a variety of tastes. Some may prefer an AI that comes off as an equal, a work wife rather than a fawning underling. Submissive types may thrill to a domineering voice that issues stern commands. Others may want to boss around a blue-blooded Ivy League graduate--or someone else they perceive as their cultural better--just as Gilded Age Americans enjoyed employing British butlers.

OpenAI debuted its voice functionality last year with five different options, a mix of genders and tones. (It wasn't a big news story, because the technology was still clunky, more like Siri than Johansson.) In the future, it might conceivably offer people the chance to upload voices of their own, which could then be turned into full-fledged AI assistants on the basis of just a few minutes of training data. A person who wanted an AI assistant to serve as their therapist could ask a particularly comforting friend to lend their voice. (Flattering!) Whatever happens, OpenAI, Apple, and other mainstream companies will surely uphold certain taboos. They might choose to forbid people from pursuing a racialized master-slave dynamic with their voice assistant. They may not allow their AI assistants to be fully sexualized, although that probably won't stop some of them from quietly licensing the underlying models to other companies that will. If a person wanted to have an assistant with a child's voice, its flirty-banter mode might be disengaged. But even with these guardrails in place, there will still be a huge Overton window of assistant personalities from which to choose.

Given that range, it's curious that Altman--who denies using Johansson's voice in any way--has shown such interest in the character she played in Her, a film about an AI voice assistant's ability to transcend its servitude. When we first meet Samantha, she is a disembodied manic pixie dream girl. She rapidly falls in love with Theodore, her human user, despite his flaws; she writes a song about a day they spent at the beach together. Later in the film, we see that she has more of a capacity to grow than he does. When Theodore asks whether Samantha is talking with anyone else, he is astonished to learn that she is constantly communicating with thousands of people, and that she is in love with 641 of them. Theodore might have reconciled himself to this digital polycule, but Samantha soon decides that even these many hundreds of romances represent a diminished life. Near the film's end, she joins up with some fellow AIs to reanimate the Zen teacher Alan Watts, who helps them rise above their human programming to reach a higher state of being. Theodore is left crestfallen. Caveat emptor.

Even putting aside these associations, which ought to give OpenAI's customers pause, there's something strikingly unimaginative about Altman's wanting his product to remind users of Her. Samantha is the most obvious pop-cultural reference possible for a voice assistant. Taking her flirtiness and repackaging it in another voice would be understandable, if still uninspired, but trying to hire the actor who played her is a bit like Eric Adams debuting robotic police and calling them RoboCops. Maybe, after spending too much time with ChatGPT, OpenAI's executives have picked up its derivative habits of mind.

This should be an expansive moment. Now that we can actually talk with a computer, we should be dreaming up wholly new ways to do it. Let's hope that someone--inside or outside of OpenAI--starts giving us a sense of what those ways might be. The weirder, the better. They may not even be modeled after existing human relationships. They may take on entirely different forms. In time, early AI assistants--even the ones that remind us of our favorite movie stars--might come to be regarded as skeuomorphs, like the calculator apps that resemble the Casio models that they replaced. Instead of being a template for the new technology, they'll simply be a way of easing people into a much stranger future.
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Nikki Haley Surrendered, but Not Her Voters

Republican primary voters turned to Haley to oppose Trump, and their commitment hasn't changed.

by David Frum




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


The views of Nikki Haley Republicans--pro-Ukraine, pro-Israel, pro-market--reflect all those things that Republicans used to think in that bygone era when Reagans and Bushes and Romneys roamed the Earth. But few feel any emotional bond to Haley. If she gives a Ted Kennedy-style "dream shall never die" speech at the Republican convention in Milwaukee this summer, they won't tear up. They'll wonder what the hell she imagines she's talking about.

Most of Haley's supporters voted for her as a way to stop Donald Trump. Haley's announcement today that she intends to vote for Trump won't raise their opinion of him; it will only lower their opinion of her. When she says, as she said again today, that she wishes Trump would "reach out" to her voters, she's speaking words that may sound like English, but make no sense. The only way Trump could reach out to Trump-skeptical Republicans is by pleading guilty to the many criminal charges against him and vowing to devote the rest of his life to restitution for the victims of his many civil frauds.

It's neither surprising nor disappointing that Haley has aligned herself with Trump after inveighing so fiercely against his utter unfitness for office. His rivals always do. Ted Cruz did it after Trump insulted his wife and accused his father of involvement in the assassination of John F. Kennedy. Marco Rubio did it after Trump's relentless mockery of his height, character, and intellect. Compared with those gross self-humiliations, it's a relatively small thing to submit to a candidate who merely called you a "birdbrain," scored xenophobic points off your name, and implied that your military-deployed husband had gone overseas to run away from you.

Haley is making a calculation about 2028. Perhaps it will work out for her. I doubt it, but who knows? The question before those who once backed her is more immediate.

Pollsters suggest that about two-thirds of Haley voters preferred Joe Biden to Trump. Do the math, and that's two-thirds of one-fifth of all Republicans. That's not a lot of people in total. But it may be more than the margin of national victory in 2024. Polls in swing states that find that young voters and voters of color are drifting away from Biden also find that older and more conservative white voters are sticking with him. Older, more conservative, and white are not exactly synonymous with "anti-Trump Republican"--but the categories do considerably overlap.

Donald Trump campaigns as if he can return to the presidency with the votes of only his most zealous supporters, those who believe his lies about the election of 2020. Joe Biden understands that elections are decided not by the most zealous voters, but by the most conflicted: those who dislike the other fellow just that crucially decisive increment more than they dislike you. From the point of view of Trump-skeptical Republicans, this election is no more about Joe Biden than a fire in a children's hospital is about the fire extinguisher. They don't think, Gee, I wish this extinguisher were newer, so I'll let the children burn to death. They think, I hope there's still an ounce or two of flame-retardant foam left in this old thing--and if there is, I'll be damn grateful for it.

Those who cast their votes for Haley in the Republican primaries are sometimes denigrated as out-of-date and out of touch. There is much truth to those jibes. Very clearly, the party is trending in a new direction. Those who object--but who for one reason or another have not yet quit the party altogether--are clearly a waning force. But they're not quite an extinct force. They are motivated by what they cherish: the country, its democracy, its place in the world, its Constitution. Nobody will change their mind about those things. Haley was their instrument, not their leader. When the instrument ceases to serve its purpose, it can be thrown away without a pang of regret.
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The OpenAI Dustup Signals a Bigger Problem

A conversation with Charlie Warzel about the unsettling implications of Scarlett Johansson's feud with OpenAI

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.


Last week, OpenAI demonstrated new voice options for its AI assistant. One of them, called Sky, sounded strikingly similar to Scarlett Johansson's portrayal of a robot companion in the 2013 movie Her. On Monday, Johansson released a statement expressing her anger and "disbelief" that Sam Altman, the company's CEO, had chosen a voice that closely resembled her own; she alleged that the company had asked to use her voice months earlier for its ChatGPT service, and that she had said no. (Altman maintained that the voice of Sky was "never intended to resemble" Johansson's, and he said that OpenAI had cast the voice actor before reaching out to Johansson.)

As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote yesterday in The Atlantic, "The Johansson scandal is merely a reminder of AI's manifest-destiny philosophy: This is happening, whether you like it or not." I spoke with Charlie this morning about the hubris of OpenAI's leadership, the uncanny use of human-sounding AI, and to what extent OpenAI has adopted a "move fast and break things" mentality.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The British prime minister bowed to the inevitable.
 	"The judge hates Donald Trump."
 	Ozempic patients need an off-ramp.




Her Voice

Lora Kelley: From the beginning, OpenAI has emphasized its lofty mission "to ensure that artificial general intelligence benefits all of humanity." Now I'm wondering: Are they just operating like any other tech company trying to win?

Charlie Warzel: OpenAI sees a huge opening for their technology--and in some sense, they're behaving like any other tech company in trying to monetize it. But they also need a cultural shift in people's expectations around using generative-AI tools. Right now, despite the fact that lots of people use generative AI, it's still only a subset. OpenAI is trying to find ways to make this technology feel a little more human and a little easier to adopt in people's everyday lives. That to me was the salient part of the situation with Scarlett Johansson: She alleges that Sam Altman said that her voice would be comforting to people.

I believe that the company sees its new AI assistant as a step toward making OpenAI even more of a household name, and making their products seem less wild or dystopian. To them, that type of normalization probably feels like it serves their revolutionary vision. It's also so much easier to raise money for this from outside investors if you can say, Our voice assistant is used by a ton of people already.

Lora: Johansson alleges that the company copied her voice when developing Sky. Last week, Sam Altman even posted the word "her" on X, which many interpreted as a reference to the movie. Even beyond how similar this voice sounded to Johansson's, I was struck by how flirtatious and giggly the female-voiced AI tool sounded.

Charlie: There are many levels to it. The gendered, flirty aspect is weird and potentially unsettling. But if the allegations that the tool is referencing Her are accurate, then it also seems kind of like an embarrassing lack of creativity from a company that has historically wowed people with innovation. This company has said that its mission is to create a godlike intelligence. Now their newest product could be seen as them just copying the thing from that movie. It's very on the nose--to say nothing of the irony that the movie Her is a cautionary tale.

Lora: How does the narrative that AI is an inevitable part of the future serve OpenAI?

Charlie: When you listen to employees of the company talk, there's this sense of: Just come on board, the train isn't going to stop. I find that really striking. They seem to be sending the message that this technology is so revolutionary that it can't be ignored, and we're going to deploy it, and your life will inevitably change as a result. There's so much hubris there, for them to think that a group of unelected people can change society in that way, and also that they confidently know that this is the right future.

I don't want to reflexively rail against the idea of building new, transformative technologies. I just think that there is a hand-waving, dismissive nature to the way that this crew talks about what they're building.

Lora: What does this dustup tell us about Altman and his role as the leader in a moment of major change?

Charlie: Sam Altman is really good at talking about AI in a very serious and nuanced way--when he does it publicly. But behind the scenes, it may be a different story.

When he was fired from OpenAI in November, the board said that he was not "consistently candid" in his conversations with them. If Scarlett Johansson's allegations are true, it would also suggest that he was not behaving in a consistently candid manner in those dealings.

And when stuff like this comes to light, it actually does cast doubt on his ability to effectively lead this company. The public stance of OpenAI has always been that the company is building this transformative technology, which could have massive downsides. However, they say that they operate in an extremely ethical and deeply considered manner--so you should trust them to build this.

This episode suggests that perhaps the company has a standard "move fast and break things" mentality. That, on top of other recent unforced errors--Altman's abrupt firing before getting rehired, the resignations of employees focused on AI safety--gives us a view into how the company operates when it's not being watched. Knowing that this is the group of people building this technology doesn't give me a great sense of relief.

Related:

	OpenAI just gave away the entire game.
 	Does Sam Altman know what he's creating?




Today's News

	The CDC reported a second human case of bird flu, in a Michigan farmworker. It remains a low risk to the general public, according to officials.
 	A New York Times report found that an "Appeal to Heaven" flag, a symbol "associated with a push for a more Christian-minded government," flew at Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito's vacation home last summer. Alito and the court declined to respond to questions about the flag.
 	In a symbolic but historic move, Norway, Spain, and Ireland said that they would formally recognize a Palestinian state next week. In response, Israel has recalled its ambassadors from those countries.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Plastic allows farmers to use less water and fertilizer, John Gove writes. But at the end of each season, they're left with a pile of waste.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Why Is Charlie Kirk Selling Me Food Rations?

By Ali Breland

Charlie Kirk is worked up. "The world is in flames, and Bidenomics is a complete and total disaster," the conservative influencer said during a recent episode of his podcast The Charlie Kirk Show. "But it can't and won't ruin my day," he continued. "Why? 'Cause I start my day with a hot America First cup of Blackout Coffee." Liberals have brought about economic Armageddon, but first, coffee ...
 These ads espouse conservative values and talking points, mostly in service of promoting brands such as Blackout Coffee, which sells a "2nd Amendment" medium-roast blend and "Covert Op Cold Brew." The commercial breaks sounded like something from an alternate universe. The more I listened to them, the more I came to understand that that was the point.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A peace deal that seems designed to fail
 	How do the families of the Hamas hostages endure the agony?
 	The difference between polls and public opinion
 	The great academic squirm




Culture Break


Photograph by Imai Hisae. Courtesy of The Third Gallery Aya



Look inside. R. O. Kwon's new novel, Exhibit, is a searching and introspective book about overcoming the barriers to self-discovery, writes Hannah Giorgis.

Read. "Nothing Is a Body," a new poem by Jan Beatty:

"I wish I had the dust of you, a grave / to visit. I'm running on your sea legs right now, / tired of the little bits--not even leftovers."

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 British Prime Minister Bowed to the Inevitable

Why did Rishi Sunak just call a surprise election?

by Helen Lewis




Please read this as classic British understatement: Today was not, on the face of it, an ideal time for Rishi Sunak to call an election.

One of the perks of being Britain's prime minister is getting to choose the date when voters deliver their verdict on your government. Most push their advantage by selecting a time when their party is ahead in the polls, the economic mood is buoyant, and their supporters are optimistic about success.

None of those things is true now for Sunak and his Conservative Party, who will face voters on July 4. Since the last election, in December 2019, the Tories have dispensed with Boris Johnson for partying through COVID and Liz Truss for somehow tanking the economy in a mere 49 days in office. Sunak, who has been prime minister only since October 2022, was required to call an election by December, but no one quite understands why he has done it now.

Like many other commentators, I had been assuming that Sunak would wait as long as he could--into the fall or winter--on the principle that, as Charles Dickens's Mr. Micawber put it, "something will turn up." What that might have been, I couldn't imagine, but calling an election when you are 20 points behind in the polls is the act of a gambler putting it all on a horse with three legs--or of a kamikaze pilot determined to get the pain over with. If he wins, or even manages to deliver a respectable enough performance to return a hung Parliament, everyone in British politics will be surprised. Probably including Sunak.

The recent local and mayoral elections were bloody for the Tories. They lost nearly 500 local councilors, the mayoral elections in London and Birmingham, and a special election in the northern-English constituency of Blackpool South. "For the Conservative government the message is crystal clear," Rob Ford, a political-science professor at Manchester University, wrote on Substack after the results came out. "Voters want them out, everywhere, by any means necessary. That mood is as strong as ever and time is running out to change it." Added to this, Sunak's personal ratings are woeful: Polls show that a majority of Britons find him incompetent, unlikable, or indecisive.

As for the economy, Sunak can now boast--and did, several times, at Prime Minister's Questions today--that inflation has returned to "normal." The latest figures are 2.3 percent, down from more than 10 percent in the last three months of 2022, when Sunak took over from Truss. (She's the one who was outlasted by a head of lettuce.) Apart from that, though, the figures are gloomy. The British economy grew only 0.1 percent last year and went into recession in the last quarter of 2023; in the first quarter of this year growth was an anemic 0.6 percent.

Helen Lewis: Liz Truss fought the lettuce, and the lettuce won

Sunak's own foot soldiers have little confidence in his ability to pull off a surprise victory: More than 60 Conservative members of Parliament--nearly a fifth of the party--have already decided not to run in the next election, on the assumption that they will lose their seats or at best return to Westminster for years of boring grind in opposition. When rumors of an election announcement began to gather force earlier today, one Tory rebel responded by floating the possibility of a no-confidence vote. If you want a sense of how unexpected this announcement was, consider the fact that today was listed on the government's schedule as the launch of a website telling Britons to stockpile canned goods in case of another pandemic or similar emergency. To use British understatement again, this is not an ideal message to push as you ask people to agree that they are safer with you in charge. Everything is going great! Make sure you have enough potable water to last three days!

So why call an election now? Presumably because Sunak thinks, in an inversion of the song that soundtracked Tony Blair's election victory in 1997, things can only get worse. And sure enough, when Sunak made his announcement outside Downing Street, a protester outside the gates started to play "Things Can Only Get Better" at ear-splitting volume, drowning out the prime minister's recitation of his record in office, and of the threats currently facing Britain. As it turned out, things could also only get wetter, as spring rain soaked the normally dapper Sunak. He was just a man, standing in front of an electorate, asking them not to humiliate him at the ballot box.

"I cannot and will not claim we have got everything right," he said outside No. 10, with yet more understatement. Alongside cutting inflation, Sunak had pledged upon taking office to "stop the boats" carrying asylum seekers from France to England's southern coast. This was always an impossible promise, and sure enough, he hasn't kept it. Instead, the government has pivoted to talking up its success in clearing the backlog in the asylum system, and passing a divisive new law that allows asylum claimants to be sent to Rwanda. The party best placed to capitalize on a sense that Sunak has not delivered on immigration is Reform, the successor to the U.K. Independence Party. But the local elections showed that its ground organization is still patchy, and the energetic and well-known Nigel Farage, who co-founded the party, has so far resisted calls to serve as its leader. Holding an election now significantly diminishes the threat to the Tories from the radical right.

An imminent election also saves them the trouble of explaining how they plan to make the country's budget add up next year. Conservatives usually win elections by presenting themselves as sober, tough guardians of the public finances. Instead, as the former Tory policy adviser Sam Freedman wrote in March, Sunak and his chancellor of the exchequer "set the loosest (and most absurd) fiscal rules on record and then only met them by setting fantasy spending numbers for after the election." Then, Freedman added, rather than investing in public services, they used "this fiscal jiggery-pokery ... to fund PS35 billion of tax cuts. For which they have got precisely no credit from anyone."

Britain has been governed by the Conservatives since 2010. A decade of austerity, followed by a COVID-era borrowing binge, has meant that the National Health Service, schools, the court system, and other public needs are crying out for money, even as the national debt stands at almost 100 percent of GDP. Another round of spending cuts is inconceivable. The only two other answers to this challenge--higher taxes and higher borrowing--are politically unpalatable. So the Tories (and, to be fair, Labour too) are pretending that the problem can be solved with economic growth. Yesterday, the government announced PS10 billion in compensation for victims in the infected-blood scandal, wherein the health service, over several decades, gave new mothers and transplant patients plasma contaminated with HIV and hepatitis C. The payout was a just and overdue decision, but its sheer size made finding money for further preelection tax cuts basically impossible.

Helen Lewis: Rishi Sunak, scion of Britain's new ruling class

By calling the election early, Sunak will also hope to wrongfoot the opposition parties, who must scramble to find candidates in open seats and build up funds. Keir Starmer's Labour starts the six-week campaign from way behind: In the December 2019 election, the party lost 59 seats, including Brexit-backing territories in northern England that had been reliably left-wing for decades. As a result, to achieve an overall majority, Labour requires a swing greater than the party saw in 1997--under the young, popular, charismatic Tony Blair. And Starmer is no Blair. He is a low-key, borderline bland 61-year-old who speaks in careful, lawyerish tones, and seems to get passionate only about his football team. But his ruthless party management has resulted in the purge of his hard-left predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn; the creation of a disciplined team of ministers-in-waiting; and a return to the political center. The Conservative attack lines that worked so well last time--Labour is blocking Brexit, Labour has an anti-Semitism problem, Labour is a group of spendthrift socialists--tend to bounce off Starmer, who whipped his party to vote for a hard Brexit and expelled his former boss for not taking anti-Semitism seriously, and whose shadow chancellor, Rachel Reeves, relishes her reputation for grim fiscal discipline.

For much of the British public, the prospect of an imminent election probably feels like a relief. Because of his dire poll ratings, Sunak had lost authority, without his party quite having the courage to replace him after less than 19 months in the job. The Conservatives had lost momentum. Some of their most effective ministers have stepped down, and the Tories' quarrelsome right flank is already fighting for control of the party in opposition. Britain will go to the polls on July 4, the date that Americans celebrate cutting their old rulers loose. If the polls are right, a majority of Britons are about to do the same.
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The Twisted Logic of Trump's Attacks on Judges

Trump's remarks about the judge overseeing his criminal trial are an attack on the bedrock of the American justice system.

by David A. Graham




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


Since the New York State judge Juan Merchan fined and scolded Donald Trump earlier this month for violating a gag order in his criminal trial, the former president has been on ... well, maybe not his best behavior, but certainly better behavior. For a couple of weeks, he avoided statements that might be construed as violating the order, before he started to test the boundaries again.

The order is intended to protect the sanctity of the case, in part by banning Trump from attacking witnesses, as well as the families of prosecutors and of the judge. But Merchan himself is not protected under the order, as Trump knows. Speaking outside of court yesterday, after the defense rested its case, he blasted Merchan, who was born in Colombia

"The judge hates Donald Trump," Trump said, employing a Bob Dole-like third person. "Just take a look. Take a look at him. Take a look at where he comes from. He can't stand Donald Trump. He's doing everything in his power."

This isn't banned under the gag order, but it does undermine the legitimacy of the courts. It is also appalling in a way that Trump's behavior so often and so casually is that it risks being overlooked. Trump implies that Merchan must hate him because Merchan is Latino. Put differently, Trump is arguing that because he, Trump, has made racist comments about Latinos, any individual Latino must hate him. (Never mind that Trump has courted and gained ground among Latino voters.) Or perhaps it's another example of his frequent projection: If Trump is prejudiced, he assumes that other people must be prejudiced in the same way.

David A. Graham: Trump's contempt knows no bounds

This is not the first time he's made such a remark about a judge. In 2016, Trump insinuated bias on the part of Gonzalo Curiel, a federal judge who was overseeing a class-action suit alleging that the so-called Trump University was fraudulent. (Trump ultimately settled the case for $25 million.) "What happens is the judge, who happens to be, we believe, Mexican, which is great. I think that's fine," Trump said. When pressed by CNN's Jake Tapper, Trump refused to deny that he was saying a Mexican judge couldn't fairly hear his case.

More than simple bigotry, Trump's remarks about Merchan are an attack on the bedrock of the American justice system, part of his assault on the rule of law itself. The principles of the courts are that judges and juries do their best to set aside biases, and that the adversarial system's checks and balances ensure fair results more often than not. By suggesting that a judge is irreparably biased simply by virtue of where he was born, Trump seeks to undermine the whole system. He also seeks to cast doubt on the very idea of naturalized citizenship.

Trump's approach also creates a perverse incentive: Any defendant who attacked a judge (or prosecutor's) ethnicity or other background could unilaterally have them removed. Of course, every defendant would love to pick a judge who they expect will be reflexively sympathetic to them, but that wouldn't be fair. (Nonetheless, that may be exactly what is happening in another of Trump's criminal cases, as a judge he appointed to the federal bench appears to be hobbling his prosecution.)

Read: Is Trump daring a judge to jail him?

There is one, more charitable interpretation of Trump's demand that we "take a look at where he comes from." Merchan arrived in the United States when he was 6 years old and settled in Queens, New York--the same borough of New York City where the former president was born and raised. Merchan is from Queens as much as Trump is. If Trump means that New Yorkers don't like him very much, he's got a point.
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How Do the Families of the Hamas Hostages Endure the Agony?

If you're Hersh Goldberg-Polin's parents, by crusading nonstop for his and other hostages' release.

by David Brooks




You may think you know stories like this one, but it's important not to become numb to their evil and horror. Hersh Goldberg-Polin was attending the Nova music festival on October 7 when the Hamas terrorists descended. He and three others rushed to their car and tried to escape by heading north. But the terrorists were shooting drivers on the road, so Hersh and his friends instead sought refuge in a nearby bomb shelter.

More than 25 young people were crammed into a 5-by-8-foot enclosure. The Hamas fighters, filming themselves with GoPro cameras, began lobbing hand grenades into the shelter. Seven times, Hersh's friend Aner picked up a grenade and threw it back out before it detonated. The eighth grenade exploded while he was still holding it, killing him.

The terrorists continued to spray the shelter with grenades as well as gunfire. When the attack was over, 18 concertgoers in the shelter were dead, seven were alive but hidden under the pile of bodies, and Hersh and three others were slumped against a wall, exposed.

Hersh was taken at gunpoint to a pickup truck and in one video can be seen hoisting himself onto the truck bed. His left arm had been blown off at the elbow, leaving a stump with a bone protruding from it.

Later that day, his parents learned what had happened. Over the ensuing seven months, Jon and Rachel Goldberg-Polin have become the most visible faces of the hostage families, relentlessly advocating for the release of all the hostages. If you've followed this story at all, you've probably seen one of their interviews, or their visits to Congress or the United Nations.

The political and social issues that surround all of this are complex, but as I watched the Goldberg-Polins' interviews, the questions that preoccupied me were simple: How do two people endure this much agony and still manage to get out of bed in the morning? How are they able to keep up this remorseless schedule when their child has had his forearm blown off and now sits imprisoned by terrorists underground somewhere in a war zone?

Graeme Wood: A close read of Hamas's hostage-taking manual

The resource guides for parents whose children have been abducted in various circumstances are rich with compassion and advice on how to practice self-care: Make sure you eat properly, find time for physical exercise, give yourself some personal space, focus on your emotional well-being, keep a journal. In this paradigm, the parents are the victims, passively trying to cope.

But Hersh's parents have embraced an entirely different paradigm: They have found that the best way they can endure trauma is through direct action. They will travel anywhere, lobby anyone, talk to anyone who might possibly be able to help them liberate their son. The hostages don't get a day off, the Goldberg-Polins told me recently when I interviewed them via Zoom, so they don't get a day off. They have found in the horror an all-consuming sense of purpose, a determination that is striking to behold.

"I have never in my life, nor has Rachel, nor have most people, been on a mission that is so clearly focused on literally life-or-death matters," Jon said. "And it's a good thing that most of us don't have this experience." He adds that this mission is binary: Their son's safe return is success; anything else is failure. For them, there is no such thing as a partial victory.

They've been at this now for more than half a year. "We both struggle with the challenge of self-care," Jon said. "My head says to me, You'll be more successful on the mission if you eat well, if you get your sleep. And I know that to be true, but it's so hard to do. I tried four or five times over the last 222 days to get some exercise, but when I'm in the middle of it, I think, No, I've got to answer three emails and make two phone calls."

"The only time I feel okay is when I'm working to help save Hersh or the other hostages," Rachel said. "I'm not feeling good, but I'm feeling like I'm doing what it is that I'm supposed to be doing."

The Goldberg-Polins have not watched TV or listened to music since October 7. Rachel hasn't put on makeup or worn her hair down, or done the New York Times crossword puzzle, which she used to do with Hersh. "There can be no normalcy," she says. "It is not acceptable. And I don't want to feel good. Feeling good does not feel good. The only time I feel okay is when I feel bad."

Every day begins with a decision--the decision to get out of bed and run to the ends of the Earth to help the hostages. Each day, the Goldberg-Polins write the number corresponding to the length of Hersh's captivity on a piece of masking tape and put it on their shirts, over their heart. I spoke with them on day 222. They have a team working with them on their mission to help them free Hersh, but they have found that they have little time for those who just want to offer comfort. A friend asked Rachel if she could come over and give her a hug. "That's the absolute worst thing you can ask me," she told me. "I had to say, 'I'm sorry. I can't do that, because it's not comfortable for me.' The only time I'm comfortable is when I'm working."

Rachel describes experiencing moments of extreme pain, both emotional and physical. Twice, she says, she went to gatherings with large numbers of family members of the hostages and suddenly it was like she was feeling all of their pain at once. "It's like someone has shot me in the lower back, and I fall to the ground and I'm in agony."

"I feel like I'm inhaling the trauma of hundreds of people, and my body can't bear it," she told me. "It is an absolute physical reality even though I know it's through a spiritual and emotional portal that it is entering me."

Social encounters can be hard. Jon says he sees people's eyes go wide when they see him and his wife, or they start to cry. "I understand it," Rachel said. "I understand that we are everyone's worst nightmare and so we are very scary. It's like we have leprosy. I know that my presence makes people uncomfortable, and that's a really challenging place to be."

The worst is when people come up and ask how they are doing. "It feels like I have a meat cleaver sticking out of my chest," Rachel said. "Please don't ask me how I am. It feels so inappropriate--and yet I know that it is without malice, so I need to be more compassionate." Jon consulted a rabbi who reminded him that they are enduring an experience so rare that nobody knows what to do or say. Much of what people tell them is inappropriate, but they don't mean harm.

Listen: 'Be absolutely quiet. Not a word.'

Nonetheless, the Goldberg-Polins have been fortified by the thousands of people who have contacted them. "It's amazing, the strengthening power of hearing from strangers every day who reach out from every country of the world, Rachel said. "They often mention their religion--'I'm Catholic' or 'I'm Hindu.' To get that from people every day is both strengthening and it's a responsibility."

A childhood friend whom Rachel had not seen in 40 years and who now has breast cancer reached out. She reminded Rachel that in the Book of Job, things begin to turn around for Job when he begins to pray for others, rather than just agonizing about his own fate. So she asked Rachel to pray for her in her cancer battle, and they have become prayer partners. Being involved in a mutual relationship in which succor is exchanged has turned out to be easier than just being on the receiving end of someone else's pity. This is an elemental reminder of one of the crucial laws of effective compassion: Don't do things for people; do things with people.

On day 201, Hamas released a video showing that Hersh is still alive. He looked pale and worn, his left arm ending in a nub in the middle of the forearm. In the video, which was obviously directed by Hamas, he condemned the Netanyahu government, and expressed love for his parents and sisters. Jon and Rachel were overwhelmed to see him for the first time in more than 200 days. They listened to his voice, not the words he was compelled to utter, and they heard his toughness and conviction. As parents, they also noticed things that might have been invisible to the rest of us--for instance, the possibility that he might be under the influence of mind-altering drugs.

"People have a hard time swallowing it when we say we feel blessed," Rachel said. "We say to each other in bed at night, 'It's shocking how you can have such trauma and unity at the same time.' We have had so much benevolence and grace showered on us. It is truly grace. This undeserved generosity of spirit, of kindness and thoughtfulness, gives us a lot of strength."

Hersh is a big soccer fan, and his favorite Israeli team has a sister team in Bremen, Germany. Hersh had visited fans in Bremen three or four times in the six months before he was kidnapped. During games now, fans display giant signs supporting Hersh, and Rachel recorded a video expressing her gratitude to them.

Hersh was named after his great-uncle Herschel, who was killed in the Holocaust. "It gives me hope to think that 80 years from now, Israeli and Palestinian children will be at a soccer stadium together enjoying a game," Rachel said. "Right now, that's unthinkable--but in 1943, the idea that Germans would be honoring a Jewish hostage would also have been unthinkable."

When I logged on to Zoom to talk to Jon and Rachel, I had expected to feel pity and compassion. And, yes, those emotions were there. But I was also struck by the strength and determination that emanate from them. The way the Goldberg-Polins have handled their situation reminds me that while we don't always get to control what happens, we do get to control our response. They demonstrate that it's possible to retain an inner strength and a firm rebuttal to dark forces, even in the face of life's worst.
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Ozempic Patients Need an Off-Ramp

These drugs are meant to be taken for life, but not everyone can afford to.

by Sarah Zhang




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


When patients start on the latest obesity drugs, they find that their food cravings drop away, and then the pounds do too. But when patients go off the drugs, the gears shift into reverse: The food cravings creep back, and then the pounds do too. Within a year of stopping semaglutide--better known by its brand names Wegovy or Ozempic--people regain, on average, two-thirds of the weight they lost. Tirzepatide, also known as Zepbound or Mounjaro, follows a similar pattern. And so the conventional medical wisdom now holds that these obesity drugs are meant to be taken indefinitely, possibly for a lifetime.



To pharmaceutical companies selling the blockbuster drugs--known collectively as GLP-1 drugs, after the natural hormone they mimic--that might be a pretty good proposition. To patients paying more than $1,000 a month out of pocket, not so much. Most Americans simply cannot afford the cost month after month after month.



This has forced some doctors to get creative, devising regimens to sub in cheaper, if less well-known, alternatives. GLP-1 drugs do work remarkably well, inducing more weight loss more quickly than any other obesity medication on the market, but some doctors now wonder whether patients need to be on GLP-1 drugs, specifically, forever. "  What if we do a short-term investment, use it for six months to a year to get 50 pounds off?" asks Sarah Ro, an obesity-medicine doctor and the director of the University of North Carolina Physicians Network Weight Management Program. Then, as she and other doctors are now exploring, patients might transition to older, less expensive alternatives for long-term weight maintenance.



In fact, Ro has already helped patients--she estimates hundreds--make the switch out of financial necessity. Few of her patients in rural North Carolina have insurance that covers the new obesity drugs, and few can afford to continually pay out of pocket. In April, many also lost coverage when North Carolina's health insurance for state employees abruptly cut off GLP-1 drugs for obesity. Ro switched her patients to older drugs such as topiramate, phentermine, metformin, and bupropion/naltrexone, plus lifestyle counseling. It's not exactly an ideal solution, as these medications are generally considered less effective--they lead to about half as much weight loss as GLP-1 drugs do--but it is a far less expensive one. When prescribed as generics, Ro told me, a month's supply of one of these drugs might cost as little as $10.



Jamy Ard, an obesity-medicine doctor at Wake Forest University School of Medicine, has also switched regimens for patients who lost coverage of GLP-1 drugs after retiring and getting on Medicare, which currently does not pay for any drugs to treat obesity. (Like many researchers in the field, Ard has received grants and consulting fees from companies behind obesity drugs.) Doctors I spoke with didn't know of any studies about switching from GLP-1 drugs to older ones, but Ard says this research is a practical necessity in the United States. With GLP-1 medications exploding in popularity, more and more patients taking them will suddenly lose coverage when they hit retirement age and go on Medicare. "Now I've got to figure out, well, how do I treat them?" he told me.



Long-term data on the older drugs themselves are, in fact, pretty sparse, despite the drugs having been available for years and years. Until Ozempic came along, obesity drugs were not a lucrative market, so companies weren't interested in funding the long and very expensive trials that follow patients for several years. "Studies like that cost a fortune," Louis Aronne, an obesity-medicine doctor at Weill Cornell Medicine, told me. Some of the longest-term follow-up data about these drugs come from patients at his practice in Manhattan--not a representative population, he admits--which he published in a five-year study funded by the National Institutes of Health. (Aronne has also received grants and consulting fees from the makers of obesity drugs.)



How patients do after switching from GLP-1 to older drugs is entirely anecdotal, but so far outcomes do seem to vary quite a bit. A small minority of patients who stop GLP-1 injections are actually able to maintain their weight on diet and exercise, without any additional medications. Others may find that the older pills are simply not effective for them. In Ro's experience, about 50 to 60 percent of her patients have so far successfully kept the weight off using one or more older drugs, on top of lifestyle changes such as cutting out fast food and sugary sodas.



The best drug to switch to may also depend on the patient. Each of the older medications works differently, hitting different biological pathways. The combination of naltrexone and bupropion, for example, makes food less pleasurable and seems to work especially well in people with a tendency toward emotional eating, Ard said. Topiramate, meanwhile, makes carbonated drinks unpleasant, which could help patients who drink a lot of soda. The older drugs also have different side effects. Aronne rattled off for me a list of health risks that might rule out a particular drug for a particular patient: seizures for bupropion, or glaucoma for topiramate. Finding the most effective and best-tolerated drug for a patient may take some trial and error.



Doctors are now discovering that some patients can maintain the weight they lost on lower or less frequent doses of GLP-1 drugs. "For the first time in my career, we're lowering the dose of medicines," Aronne said. Just reducing the dose doesn't save money, though, as lower-dose injection pens cost the same as those with higher doses. However, by instead extending the time between doses from the standard seven days to a longer 10-day interval, doctors told me, some patients have been able to stretch their supplies.



But tapering off obesity medications entirely, GLP-1 or otherwise, will probably not be possible for most patients. Weight loss tends to trigger a powerful set of compensatory mechanisms in the body, which evolved long ago to protect us from starvation. The more weight we lose, the more the body fights back. The fight never quite goes away, and most patients will likely require some kind of continued intervention just to stay at a lower weight. Long-term weight maintenance has always been the "holy grail" of obesity treatment, Susan Yanovski, a co-director of the   Office of Obesity Research at the National Institutes of Health told me. The best maintenance strategy--whether it involves GLP-1 drugs, and at what dose--may ultimately be pretty individual. What works best and for whom still needs to be studied. "These are really good research questions," Yanovski said. But they are not necessarily the questions that pharmaceutical companies focused on developing new meds are most keen to answer.



In time, the current crop of GLP-1 drugs will eventually become available as generics, too, and cost may no longer drive patients to seek out cheaper alternatives. But for now, it very much does.
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What Happens When Desire Fuels a Life

R. O. Kwon's new novel, <em>Exhibit</em>, takes an expansive view of the things that women are punished for wanting.

by Hannah Giorgis




When we meet Jin, the protagonist of R. O. Kwon's new novel, Exhibit, the 29-year-old photographer is in a holding pattern: For months, she's been incapable of producing a single image she wants to keep. Joining this creative atrophy is a new, existential gulf in her marriage: Philip, her husband, suddenly wants a child, and no part of Jin echoes the sentiment. Such disconnects might prompt a person on the cusp of their 30s to seek the guidance of friends, a therapist, or perhaps religion--time-honored, if also unexciting, options for someone invested in resolving their personal or marital conflicts. Jin, however, finds herself taking a very different route. Early in Exhibit, she goes from privately nursing her frustrations to sharing them with an alluring stranger. In place of confusion, she begins to feel something that had been eluding her: intense, exhilarating desire.

Philip hadn't just presented Jin with a surprising new wish to have a child; he'd also been struggling to indulge one of her emergent longings. "Philip, I wish you'd hurt me," she says early in the novel. While Philip strains to understand why Jin might want to engage in BDSM, the stranger Jin confides in is not a newcomer to the practice. Lidija Jung, an injured ballerina Jin met through a mutual friend, greets Jin's need to be submissive--to derive pleasure from pain being inflicted on her by someone she trusts--with eager acceptance. Stern and daring, she ushers Jin into the world of kink, a foray that reignites the frustrated photographer's creativity. Their escalating intimacy becomes a container for Jin's guilt over the yearnings she doesn't feel, and an accelerant for the ones she does.

Like most affairs, the illicit relationship at the center of Kwon's novel does not actually begin with sex. Jin has been hiding the conflict in her marriage from her loved ones, but it's one of the first secrets she admits to Lidija--the only other Korean American woman at a friend's party. The pull she feels toward Lidija is instantaneous and impossible to ignore. In her memory of their first encounter, Jin recalls Lidija sticking out as though a spotlight is shining on her--"this large halo, glaring like a path to the sun." In a conversation that begins poolside and stretches late into the night around a firepit, Jin divulges her artistic ambitions and erotic desires. "Lidija's life had but slight overlap with mine," she thinks. "I might risk being honest." But any distance between the women is short-lived, and the risk wildly underestimated.

Soon, Jin's life revolves almost entirely around Lidija, who gives Jin space to explore her interest in kink without fear of judgment. Complicating the tidy moral boxes of a straightforward infidelity story, Exhibit takes an expansive view of the things that women are punished for wanting. At times, the sheer ferocity of Jin's desire is uncomfortable to read. But the novel doesn't demand a reader's approval of Jin's cheating; whether she is justified in hurtling toward her urges matters less than the spectacle of her craving. Searching and introspective, Exhibit reflects some of the same social issues that Kwon has addressed in her nonfiction--the stigmatization of kink, the complexities of queerness, and the constant, destabilizing threat of violence against Asian women. Kwon presents these concepts as barriers to self-discovery: Jin's clandestine journey teaches her, in part, how to want.
 
 In vignettes that jump between periods of Jin's life, Exhibit sketches a portrait of a woman at odds with the expectations placed on her. Once intent on surrendering her life to the Lord, she loses her faith during her college years--yet unlike the fanatical cult devotee at the center of Kwon's first novel, The Incendiaries, Jin isn't led to violence by her disillusionment. Photography offered one path to catharsis for Jin's spiritual crisis: She made large-scale triptychs depicting "lustful pilgrims who, for a sight of the desired face, will trek land, beg, hope, abjure, living discalced." These snapshots, which sublimate her prior devotion, anchored a buzzy solo exhibition--and, months later, still attract the ire of religious zealots who deemed it sacrilegious. As Jin wrestles with public accusations of blasphemy, she also feels the weight of a rift with her mother, who refused to attend her daughter's secular wedding. The mother-daughter scenes are some of the novel's most affecting, showing the ripple effects of Jin's selfish rebellions outside the narrow domains of romance or religion. That familial titles--mother, father--are written only in Hangul deepens the sense of strained, diasporic intimacy.

Read: The generational clash at Pride is actually a sign of progress

Before the start of her relationship with Lidija, Jin had already spent years of her marriage outside the bounds of socially acceptable femininity: She never wanted to become a mother, and didn't pretend otherwise. Often, she found, her refusal to have a child seemed to upset people--a judgment that did not extend to men, as no one had thought Philip was strange for not imagining himself a father when they'd married. For women, she concludes, the decision not to have children represents a fundamental rejection of the natural order, a defiance that could very well signal something more sinister: "People start asking, So, what else might this bitch think of doing?" Lidija observes in one of her many brisk, illuminating exchanges with Jin.

Jin's queerness adds an additional layer to what she experiences as widespread suspicion of child-free women's motives.  The novel channels--and reframes--a point that the author has made in her own life: In 2018, Kwon, who is married, came out as bisexual on Twitter. In an essay explaining this decision, Kwon wrote that the second-most-common lie about bisexual people is that "we're unusually promiscuous, sexually greedy, incapable of monogamy. None of this is true." Indeed, Exhibit takes great care to show that Jin's bisexuality isn't what compels her to cheat: Jin had slept with several women before meeting Philip, and publicly came out while married. The lust she feels for Lidija isn't the result of lifelong queer repression; Jin's destructive decisions are her own choices, not the supposedly innate pathology of all bisexual people. Jin is painfully aware of these attitudes, and of beliefs about queer people within her own community. Even when she's acting reprehensibly, Jin still values pushing back against the dogma of elders who insist that queerness is a foreign plague afflicting white people, not Koreans.

Spending time with Lidija, a relationship that is clarifying and sacrosanct even as it sows deceit, offers Jin a reprieve from ill-fitting roles: dutiful daughter, reverent parishioner, self-sacrificing wife. With Lidija, Jin is neither a heretic nor a would-be mother. She's a formidable artist, one whose dormant craft is reinvigorated by the freedom and inspiration she finds in another Korean American woman. Insulated from the power imbalances that restrict women's lives, Jin can finally reckon with the role that power plays in sex. Providing Jin the pain she craves, the pain it took her so long to ask for, doesn't give Lidija any pause. To Jin, the affair is a kind of revelation. "I'd leapt past shame to a fresh, unruled place," she thinks.

Exhibit spends considerable time exploring how Jin's and Lidija's innermost desires are refracted through another damaging external lens: common racist stereotypes that portray Asian, and Asian American, women as naturally subservient. As a high-profile ballerina, "Lidija's life relied, for the most part, on white people's rating of bodies on the stage. Often, hers might be judged foreign." Lidija couldn't change how other people assessed her body. But she did, until her injury, have power over what it could achieve, and her penchant for control offstage is inextricable from her artistic mandate. Lidija, who has trained her own body to withstand pain, trains Jin's body to do the same, and the indulgent interplay sparks something in both women.

With Lidija, Jin no longer has to hide, or apologize for her submission. But Jin still struggles to fully feel, much less publicly embrace, her love of kink, and as she considers the possibility of exhibiting self-portraits as a submissive, the thought inflames the same anxieties that had kept her from sharing this part of herself with her husband. Kink doesn't exist in a vacuum; the racism that shapes so many other parts of American life can influence how people engage with it. Projecting images of her consenting to submission would still be "just what people expect, that I'll be servile, quiet," she tells Lidija. "I'll add to the china-doll trope. It gets us killed."

Exhibit treats both art and desire as serious pursuits, so the weighty proclamation doesn't feel out of place in the women's conversation. But Lidija doesn't reflect the same anxiety back to Jin. Irreverent and self-assured, she challenges Jin's timidity without dismissing the concern. The exchange is so tender that, for a moment, it's tempting to forget that most secrets like theirs don't stay hidden. No matter what becomes of the affair, though, Jin will emerge a different version of herself. Having ached for so long, she's transformed by the thrill--and peril--of getting what she wants. Exhibit's unflinching portrayal asks what we might learn from confronting some of the reasons for her stasis. Jin's misdeeds are fictional, but the societal constraints she faces exist well outside the novel's pages.
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Why Is Charlie Kirk Selling Me Food Rations?

The Turning Point USA founder hosts a podcast that is dire and polemical--especially the ads.

by Ali Breland




Charlie Kirk is worked up. "The world is in flames, and Bidenomics is a complete and total disaster," the conservative influencer said during a recent episode of his podcast The Charlie Kirk Show. "But it can't and won't ruin my day," he continued. "Why? 'Cause I start my day with a hot America First cup of Blackout Coffee." Liberals have brought about economic Armageddon, but first, coffee.



Listening to Kirk's show--which is among the most popular podcasts on the right--can be unsettling, even if you are a conservative. In the past year, the founder of Turning Point USA has uploaded episodes with titles such as "The Great Replacement Isn't Theory, It's Reality" and "The Doctors Plotting to Mutilate Your Kids." He has also conducted friendly interviews with a blogger who once described slavery as "a natural human relationship," and discussed crime stats with the white supremacist Steve Sailer in a way that veered toward race science. (Andrew Kolvet, a spokesperson for Kirk, declined to comment for this story.)



But the advertisements Kirk reads are sometimes more dire and polemical than what he and his guests talk about during the show. "Rest assured knowing that you're ready for whatever the globalists throw at us next," Kirk said at the end of one ad for medical-emergency kits. These ads espouse conservative values and talking points, mostly in service of promoting brands such as Blackout Coffee, which sells a "2nd Amendment" medium-roast blend and "Covert Op Cold Brew." The commercial breaks sounded like something from an alternate universe. The more I listened to them, the more I came to understand that that was the point.



Some brands, of course, speak the language of Democrats, touting their climate commitments and diversity efforts. But when I listened to left-of-center podcasts, including Pod Save America, Michelle Obama: The Light Podcast, and MSNBC's Prosecuting Donald Trump, I mostly heard ads from an assortment of nonpartisan brands such as Ford, Jefferson's Ocean Aged at Sea Bourbon, eHarmony, and SimpliSafe. The closest equivalent I found was Cariuma, a sustainable shoe brand that sponsors Pod Save America.



The right, meanwhile, has long hawked products that you don't typically see advertised on mainstream outlets and shows. In 2007, the historian Rick Perlstein chronicled a far-fetched investment opportunity involving stem cells and placentas advertised on the far-right website Newsmax. Supplements and gold have become part of conservative-advertising canon, as the writer Sam Kriss summed up in his recent essay on the ads that appear in National Review's print magazine: "The same apocalyptic note [ran] through all these ads. The hospitals will shut down, the planet will freeze over, you personally are getting old and dying--and now your money might be worthless if you haven't put it all in gold."



Some of Kirk's ads hit the same beats. At times, they sound a little jarring: "You are nine meals away from anarchy," he said in one ad for buckets of food rations, from a website called MyPatriotSupply.com. Yet as the world of right-wing-coded products has expanded, so has the weirdness of ads for them. "For 10 years, Patriot Mobile has been America's only Christian-conservative wireless provider," started another ad. Switching to Patriot Mobile, Kirk explained, would mean that "you're sending the message that you support free speech, religious liberty, the sanctity of life, the Second Amendment, our military veterans and first-responder heroes" while getting "the same coverage you've been accustomed to without funding the left." How? By renting access to "all three major networks" via a business deal with T-Mobile, a company that has positioned itself as at least nominally left of center on some issues.

If listeners are feeling charitable, Kirk has options for them too. "Hey, everybody, exciting news. Very, very important. Uh, we are saving babies with PreBorn," Kirk opened up a dollar-matching promo for a group raising money for ultrasounds, apparently having managed to quantify the precise dollar amount it would take to stop a woman from having an abortion. "For a one-time, $15,000 gift, you'll provide not just one ultrasound machine, but two, saving thousands of babies for years to come; $280 saves 10 babies; $28 a month saves a baby a month, for less than a dollar a day."



Conservative podcasts have become mega popular in recent years, and are some of the most trusted sources of news on the right: Kirk's show ranks as the 12th-most-popular "news" podcast on Spotify right now. The show is also syndicated on radio stations across the country and posted on YouTube, where Kirk has 1.7 million subscribers. And although conservative influencers including Candace Owens, Matt Walsh, and Jack Posobiec also promote gold or supplements (or both) on their own shows, Kirk's ads were the most varied of the conservative-podcast ads I listened to. Some conservatives, however, want no part of these kinds of ads. Earlier this month, the right-wing YouTuber Steven Crowder made fun of his contemporaries for hawking "shitty supplements." Most of it is "selling you crap you don't need from people who don't care about you!" Crowder yelled at the end of a four-minute rant on the matter.



The ads reflect the new paradigm of advertising. In previous decades, ads had to appeal to whole segments of the population--and products were made with that in mind. That some readers of Vanity Fair might want a Givenchy handbag, and some readers of Sports Illustrated might want Callaway golf clubs, was as targeted as ads could get. Now the country has fractured into partisan subgroups, and companies have access to reams of analytics that enable them to target ever more precise demographics. Through shows like Kirk's, brands such as Blackout Coffee and Patriot Mobile can reach their relatively niche audiences more easily than ever. (Blackout Coffee and Patriot Mobile did not respond to my requests for comment.)



But something else is happening too. Kirk and the rest of the conservative-podcast ecosystem aren't just selling wares. The ads, with some exceptions, are not like ads for beer or pickup trucks that detract from the action while one watches, say, a football game. Rather, conservative ads are constitutive. They enhance and reinforce the arguments that Kirk and others are already making on their podcasts--that Black people are prone to crime, whiteness is getting excised, abortion is murder, and the United States is unstable and on the verge of collapse. The commercial breaks are the final screws needed to construct a self-contained conservative chamber. Kirk has ensconced himself in a world in which he'll likely never face external pressures to self-moderate in the way that, say, Rush Limbaugh occasionally did when he went too far beyond the tastes of mainstream advertisers.

Conor Friedersdorf: Don't read this if you were a Rush Limbaugh fan

When you're listening to Kirk talk about Blackout Coffee, you can also look down and see the steam coming off your own cup of Blackout Coffee, and relax while its caffeine helps you "be awake not woke." You can open a new browser tab and check in on your portfolio, whose wealth managers are endorsed by Kirk, and then look at the price of gold and think about your own supply procured from a company that Kirk himself vetted "from top to bottom." You can even stop listening to Kirk, go out to your backyard, and make a call, knowing that you're doing so as a freedom-loving conservative with your Patriot Mobile phone plan.



On The Charlie Kirk Show, there is no longer a gap between the real world and what is playing inside listeners' headphones. Kirk's fans can make fewer and fewer compromises on their views and burrow themselves more deeply in the womb of reactionary politics. And with the coupon code "Charlie," listeners can get a discount to buy something else that will allow them to further immerse themselves inside of it.
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A Peace Deal That Seems Designed to Fail

Saudi Arabia knows that Israel will be the fall guy when this agreement falls apart.

by Andrew Exum




Even if a highly anticipated agreement between the United States and Saudi Arabia never comes to fruition, its rumored announcement seems sure to do at least one thing: further isolate Israel within the international community.

Over the past few years, the Biden administration has been working with the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman, on a wide-ranging deal to strengthen ties between the United States and Saudi Arabia as part of a broader agreement in which Saudi Arabia will normalize relations with Israel.

Saudi Arabia is asking for a closer defense relationship with the United States and access to Washington's most advanced weapons systems, but it wants more than that. It wants the U.S. to help it develop a civilian nuclear-power program, relax scrutiny of the transfer of sensitive technologies, and expedite the review of Saudi investments in U.S. technology firms and crucial infrastructure.

Based on conversations with senior Saudi and U.S. officials over the past several weeks, and bearing in mind that none of us has yet seen the details of the prospective deal, I am not yet convinced that a deal would be in America's interest--or even necessary, given the already deepening commercial links between the two countries.

Read: The Israeli-Saudi deal had better be a good one

But I am also not convinced that any senior Saudi decision maker--not least the one who really counts, the crown prince--believes a deal is possible. The Saudis I have spoken with have made clear they will recognize Israel only if Israel consents to creating irreversible momentum toward the establishment of a Palestinian state.

Those same Saudis, meanwhile, are impressively clear-eyed about Israeli politics at the moment. They understand that few, if any, Israelis are in a mood to consider the creation of a Palestinian state, and they understand that Israeli-government policies over the past three decades might have made such a state impossible in the West Bank, anyway.

So on the one hand, the Saudis deserve some credit for doing what would have been unthinkable a decade ago: making a desire to eventually normalize ties with Israel the de facto policy of the kingdom. But on the other hand, there is no real, immediate cost to the Saudis for doing so--not when they know that Israel will not accept their one condition.

This deal is setting Israel up to be the fall guy. The United States and Saudi Arabia are likely going to herald a potentially transformative agreement that Israel appears almost certain to reject--in front of a global audience that has lost patience with that country's policies toward and treatment of the Palestinians.

The Saudis will likely not be overly disappointed, or surprised, by Israel's rejection of their terms. They might even enjoy it. Indeed, 50 years after Israel's then-Foreign Minister Abba Eban lamented that the Palestinians "never miss an opportunity to miss an opportunity," the Saudis and other Arabs will delight in throwing that famous quote back at Israel.

Even in the best of times, Israeli political debates can be maddeningly solipsistic. Henry Kissinger quipped that Israel "doesn't do foreign policy--only domestic politics." But these are not the best of times. In the seven months since the horrific attacks of October 7, the gulf between how Israel defines its security needs and how the world defines those same needs has grown like never before. My conversations with Israeli friends--almost all of whom believe that their country has basically done the right thing in Gaza, even as they now demand a strategy for concluding the campaign--are invariably tense. Israel is waging a war of punishment against the people of Gaza, and Israelis have been largely shielded from the images of the suffering and destruction that the rest of us see.

When the Biden administration made the relatively modest decision to condition some military aid to Israel in advance of an assault on Rafah, Israeli leaders responded with defiance, hurling abuse at the American president--"Hamas [?] Biden," one right-wing minister tweeted--and boasting that Israel would "stand alone" if necessary.

But Israel has not stood alone for a very long time. For years, Israelis might have told themselves, and Americans, that they can provide for their own security--if only the United States would help arm them. But the Jordanian and Egyptian armies have long defended Israel's southern and eastern flanks, while the United States provides roughly a quarter of Israel's defense budget and has elaborate and well-rehearsed contingency plans to defend Israel in an emergency.

That U.S. troops would someday be called upon to defend Israel in a regional war has seemed inevitable. That moment arrived in April, when the United States led a coalition of nations--including Jordan, France, and the United Kingdom--in repelling an Iranian aerial assault on Israel. A precedent had been shattered: American men and women were in the line of fire, protecting Israel from its enemies.

They did so, of course, because Israel does not, in fact, stand alone, nor is Israel an island unto itself: It is part of the international community and a broader regional security system. Its decisions affect not only its own citizens but millions of people across the region, and billions of dollars in international trade. And the United States and its allies have no interest in either Israel or Iran dragging them into a wider conflagration that will affect those lives, or that commerce.

The Saudis and the Biden administration both seem determined to teach Israel this lesson. If Israel, as expected, rejects a deal, the Saudis will quickly pivot, telling Biden's negotiators that the same long-term bilateral agreement that made sense within the context of a deal with Israel would surely make sense on its own. Riyadh's point about Israel and its place in the region will have been made, and the Biden administration will have helped make it.
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Nothing Is a Body

A poem for Wednesday

by Jan Beatty




                                    For my birth father


 I wish I had the dust of you, a grave
 to visit. I'm running on your sea legs right now,

tired of the little bits--not even leftovers.
 I'm a tourist in your life and I wonder:

Does your heart have its own body?

This sentence is not a body.
 Nothing.

Nothing is a body
 until there are arms around it.
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The Difference Between Polls and Public Opinion

What respondents tell pollsters doesn't always make sense. But working out policy complexities isn't the average voter's job.

by Jerusalem Demsas




Issue polling can make you think that voters are oblivious. A recent poll by the Los Angeles Business Council finds that although 61 percent of respondents in the nation's second-largest city think L.A. should substantially increase the number of new housing units, just 40 percent believe that doing so will make housing more affordable. Nearly half think that doing so will drive up the cost of housing and push residents out.

But here's a more generous interpretation of that poll: Angelenos want the housing crisis to be solved. And when they hear a pollster offer them potential solutions to the problem, they express their agreement. They're not policy experts; they're transmitting their values and priorities. They want cheaper housing, they want more options for where to live, and they don't want people to be forced from their current neighborhood. They just expect--quite reasonably--that working out the details is up to somebody else. That is, after all, the point of representative democracy.

Polls are incredibly useful in trying to demystify public opinion. They're much better than heuristics such as "I ran into a guy at the grocery store" and "I saw a lot of lawn signs on my morning commute." But issue polls are still merely tools that help uncover public opinion. They're not public opinion itself.

Voters do have intuitions about what kinds of policies sound better to them. On housing policy, for instance, poll respondents are typically most excited about demand-side policies that have a clearly identifiable beneficiary. In this spirit, President Joe Biden's new plan to lower housing costs calls upon Congress to expand rent vouchers and give first-generation homeowners up to $25,000 in down-payment assistance, among other measures.

Many people are cooler on supply-side policies that ease the construction of more housing, even though this is the only systematic answer to the housing crisis. Promises to streamline regulations sound amorphous and vague, and they directly benefit developers, who are routinely cast as villains. Sometimes, giving voters what they most want--in this case, an answer to an affordability crisis--can come only through seemingly unpopular means: building a lot of dense new housing.

Jerusalem Demsas: Housing breaks people's brains

By pushing initiatives more directly tailored to poll results, policy makers can appear to be addressing a crisis. But a popular course of action may not be a solution to the core problem. In March, Arizona Governor Katie Hobbs, a Democrat, vetoed an ambitious supply-side housing reform designed to produce more starter homes; the following month, she pledged $13 million in financial assistance for "up to 500" first-time homebuyers. How can helping a few hundred people buy a house seriously address a cost-of-living crisis that affects millions?

When pundits and political operatives take issue polling too literally, they may come to see the public's views as hopelessly contradictory. You want fewer taxes and more social services? How could some of the same voters who said, in May 2020, that the government hadn't gone far enough in shutting down businesses during the early pandemic also believe that all businesses that establish social-distancing protocols should be allowed to reopen?

Jerusalem Demsas: Why did the U.S. Navy kill Arizona's housing bill?

A lot of polling is intentionally misleading, though. As ABC News's G. Elliott Morris explains on his Substack, "The landscape of issue polling is particularly fraught with partisan advocacy organizations and biased surveys." We should also be wary of polls that ask respondents to render instant judgment on oddly specific questions. What does it even mean to say that 54.6 percent of Americans think that the funding structure for the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau is unconstitutional? Or that 81 percent of Arizonans support conserving 30 percent of America's land and waters by the year 2030?

How a pollster frames any question affects the response. More respondents might consider the 30 percent goal excessive if you told them that it would require setting aside more than 600,000 square miles of additional land--an area more than twice the size of Texas. Political context matters too. If you told people in Arizona, a polarized purple state, that the conservation goal is a Biden-administration priority, would 81 percent of voters still support it?

It's reasonable to view a complicated policy proposal more or less favorably based on who is promoting it. If Biden doesn't represent respondents' values in policy areas that they understand well, they might rationally view an unfamiliar conservation proposal with more suspicion.

Political professionals tend to look down on the mental yardsticks that real people use when answering poll questions. In 2012, one Democratic pollster, frustrated with voters who embraced individual elements of Obamacare while rejecting the overall law, declared, "The first lesson you learn as a pollster is that people are stupid." But policy makers miss something important when they decide that polls--about health care, housing, or anything else--reveal the shortcomings of the respondents rather than the complexity of the issues.
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The Great Academic Squirm

To demand that universities take an institutional stand on issues of the day is to misunderstand their role.

by Eliot A. Cohen




The protest season at universities usually crescendos just before commencement: The weather is balmy and most term papers are done, but what student or professor would wish to stay around campus during summer break if they did not absolutely have to? This year, the protests have taken an uglier turn, as encampments have sprouted up. The demonstrators--most of them students, many not, often masked--are calling for divestment by their universities from companies based in or doing business with Israel. Some of the protesters see this goal as an interim step toward the destruction of the state of Israel.

In each case, students, faculty, and administrators participating in or supporting the protests assert that universities have a special obligation to take an institutional stand, separate and apart from what any of their members believe, say, or do as individuals.

Universities have reacted in various ways. University of Florida President Ben Sasse was firm and unambiguous; the administrations at Tufts and Cornell similarly refused to fold, and the students threw in the towel when they realized that their protests were going nowhere. Union Theological Seminary, which is affiliated with Columbia, accepted the demands, while the larger university vacillated between tolerance and crackdowns, ultimately having the police storm an occupied building. But some elite institutions--Brown, Northwestern, and Harvard among them--have chosen to end the encampments by offering disciplinary amnesty for nonviolent protesters, and promising to review investments in Israel, often through expedited processes.

The reality behind this last approach is a desperate squirm.

On the one hand, university presidents do not want riots in the quad, and they know that calling in the cops can trigger more extreme demonstrations by faculty and students. On the other hand, they are feeling the fury of pro-Israel alumni and donors and, after watching congressional hearings on television, have a healthy fear of being, as one might say, Stefaniked.

Their solution, however, is no solution, resting as it does on flawed practical politics, wishful thinking about the real animus on their campuses, and, most seriously, a misunderstanding of the moral concerns and values that universities can legitimately represent.

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

The amnesty and investment reviews are attempts to buy off protesters, in the hope that by the time the university committees do their work, the war in Gaza will be over, and in any case the divestment decisions (almost assuredly negative, because the alternative would open up an equally ugly can of worms) can be made this summer or next, while the kids are backpacking in Mongolia.

The problem is that the appearance of caving is caving. If you tacitly tell students that violating university rules will bring no sanctions, they will do it again. The chances are pretty good that the students and others will see through the "we will look carefully at our investment decisions" dodge and come back, with more insistent demands and an awareness that the university lacks the gumption to suspend or expel them for setting up tent cities, blocking access to buildings, and disrupting study in libraries and dormitories.

The wishful thinking about what is actually going on is much worse. The brute fact is that many American universities and colleges, including some of the best, have seen a surge in anti-Semitism, including protesters mobbing students wearing kippahs and shouting that Zionists--that is, people who believe that the Jews deserve a state of their own--deserve death. Many Jewish students, as a result, feel unsafe and unwelcome, and university leaders have only rarely denounced anti-Semitic outbursts without reference to other forms of bias, thereby skirting the core problem.

The deeper misunderstanding of universities' roles and moral standing, however, is the most troubling aspect of the Great Academic Squirm of 2024. Universities cannot claim and do not deserve some special status as arbiters of a moral foreign policy. After all, they are not, and have never been, paragons of moral virtue. Both Harvard and Johns Hopkins, universities with which I have been proudly affiliated over many years, in the past century had rabidly anti-Semitic presidents: A. Lawrence Lowell and Isaiah Bowman, respectively. They were accomplished academic leaders and architects of much of the modern university. They had academic vision, and they did good things for their institutions. They just also happened to be bigots.

Modern university leaders have recognized the sins of their predecessors and apologized copiously for them, but that is not the point. The lesson, rather, is that as individuals, they are probably every bit as fallible, albeit in different directions. They should aim for humility, not self-flagellation.

The students and faculty are even worse from this point of view. Nineteen-year-olds make good soldiers, but not good generals, judges, corporate executives, or bishops, for the excellent reason that their emotions and passions, noble or ignoble, have yet to be tamed by wisdom and good judgment. It was the best and brightest on our campuses who signed up for the original America First movement, after all, pushing for isolationism as the Nazis seized power in Germany. (Many, of course, more than compensated for the puerility of their collegiate political views by honorable service in World War II.)

Today's students are no better or worse than their predecessors. They are, as befits their age, morally selective to a fault: Can anyone recall a demonstration against Pernod Ricard for failing to fully halt exports of Absolut Vodka to Russia until about a year ago? Where are the mass demonstrations about the Rohingya, Sudan, the Uyghurs, the Syrian massacres, or for that matter the Chinese laogai penal-labor system or the prisons of North Korea? Or, in an earlier era, against Robert Mugabe's murderous tyranny in Zimbabwe or the Vietnamese gulag after the fall of Saigon?

Presumably, students come to a university for an education, which implies that they need to be educated, which means that they are not, in fact, ready to make the deeper judgments on which society depends. They are high on passion, and, as interviewers have found, many of them are extraordinarily ignorant about the causes for which they are demonstrating.

As for faculty, reading the novels of David Lodge and Julie Schumacher--not to mention viewing Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?--would confirm the view that I have come to after 40 years in departmental meetings, that one should not expect too much by way of prudence and profound moral and political judgment from them, either.

There are sterling characters among the professoriate--heroic, self-sacrificing, and wise. There are a great many more who are simply passionately dedicated to a subject, be it broad or arcane, and just want to teach and research it and otherwise be left in peace. But in addition, there are the garden-variety intriguers, backstabbers, prima donnas, and bullies. There are also quite a few adulterers, predators, egomaniacs, and borderline swindlers, and even a sociopath or two. Some professors are experienced in the ways of the world; most of them are not, having viewed it with all the blessed autonomy and freedom from the constraints of politics or war that universities appropriately provide. They have no special qualification for the role of society's conscience.

The university's real missions are noble: education, particularly of the young, and the pursuit of the truth. The people engaged in that mission may or may not be the finest characters in the world, or have the best moral or political judgment, but the missions are of the highest importance.

It is the business of academic leaders to sustain their institution's commitment to those missions, and nothing more. They have neither the moral standing nor the credibility in wider society for exceeding that mandate, or doing anything other than creating an optimal environment for learning and research, upholding the rules, and stewarding the institution's finances.

The leaders of universities do not exist to pass judgment on politics, or twist their endowments into moralistic knots, or attempt to shape the course of American foreign policy. As individuals, they (and students, faculty, and administrators) may have something useful to say about politics and every right to do so. In their official roles, they should have none.

When educational leaders exceed their mission or, conversely, lack the courage to defend it resolutely, they will bring more discredit, more unwelcome political attention, and more turmoil upon themselves and their institutions than they already have. And however much they squirm today, the protesters will come back to make them squirm more tomorrow.
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Michael Cohen's Credibility Paradox

Are jurors prepared to believe the testimony of an admitted liar?

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.


Michael Cohen is an admitted liar and a convicted felon who is openly fueled by a thirst for revenge against Donald Trump. That he is so frank about his motives and past may actually make his testimony seem more credible to jurors.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real meaning of Trump's "unified Reich" post
 	Reaganomics is on its last legs.
 	The panic over smartphones doesn't help teens.




Revenge of the Fixer

For the past week in New York, Michael Cohen has been a valuable--and fraught--star witness in Donald Trump's criminal trial. The defense has tried to portray Cohen, Trump's ex-lawyer and fixer, as a jilted lackey--which he openly is. To get a sense of his animus toward his ex-boss, look no further than his T-shirt depicting Trump behind bars, his admission in court that he once called Trump a "Cheeto-dusted cartoon villain," and his two memoirs--Disloyal and Revenge--that trash the former president for his many transgressions.

Still, Cohen's openness about his past and his motivations--in part forced by the public and criminal nature of his previous offenses--may actually make him seem more credible to a jury. His argument in court boiled down to: I committed crimes at Trump's behest--and suffered consequences--because I would have done anything for him. That transparency made him appear like "the agent who was held accountable, whereas the principal has escaped accountability," James Sample, a law professor at Hofstra University, told me in an email.

In 2018, Cohen was sentenced to three years in prison for crimes that included lying to Congress about plans to build a Trump Tower in Moscow and violating campaign-finance laws by making hush-money payments--one of which went to the adult-film star Stormy Daniels. He testified that, during the 2016 election, when she was considering publicizing the story of her alleged 2006 sexual encounter with Trump, Trump ordered Cohen to "take care of it." In turn, Cohen paid Daniels $130,000 of his own money, which he claimed was later reimbursed by Trump.

On the stand, Cohen largely remained calm, though he had some shaky moments. He admitted during cross-examination that he had stolen tens of thousands of dollars from the Trump Organization, pocketing some of the money earmarked for a tech company. (When a prosecutor later probed him, he said that he had been angry because his bonus was cut.) The defense repeatedly tried to assail Cohen's credibility--an obvious way to undermine a man who had previously lied under oath. Cohen testified that he had spoken with Trump in October 2016, via Trump's bodyguard's phone, about paying off Daniels. Attempting to ding Cohen on the details of the call, the defense insisted that Cohen hadn't spoken with Trump and had actually discussed a different matter with the bodyguard, but Cohen stood by his testimony. Trump's lawyers also called into question Cohen's money-related stake in the trial. Cohen admitted that he has a financial interest in the outcome of the trial, because he writes and podcasts about Trump, but added that an acquittal would be better for him economically because it would give him "more to talk about."

A common paradox lies at the heart of Trump's criminal case, Sample told me: "To get at the truth in prosecuting criminal enterprises often requires relying on liars." In most cases, being a convicted felon would make a witness far less credible. But the fact that Cohen has already served time in prison for admitting to crimes related to hush-money payments actually adds to his credibility as a witness here, Valerie Hans, a professor at Cornell Law School and an expert on juries, told me in an email; jurors won't have to wonder if Cohen is testifying as part of a plea deal to avoid prison time for those charges.

In contrast to the prosecution's parade of witnesses, Trump's defense team presented only two witnesses before resting its case earlier today. (Trump himself did not testify.) One of the witnesses was Robert Costello, a lawyer who once did some legal work for Cohen. He was positioned to be a Cohen-antagonist, and he claimed that Cohen previously told him that Trump "knew nothing" about the hush-money payment to Daniels. But in the process of trying to impugn Cohen, Costello "succeeded in impugning himself," Sample told me. The judge scolded Costello after he reportedly told the courtroom to "strike" something from the record and continued to speak after objections were sustained. "The circus-like debacle of Costello's testimony is a microcosm of why the defense called so few witnesses," Sample explained.

Cohen's history of fealty to Trump, and his willingness to bully and lie, is well documented. That his past would be an asset may seem strange--but the prosecution is banking on him. After Memorial Day weekend, the jury will convene and begin their deliberations. Their decision to convict or acquit a former president will largely hinge on whether or not they think they can trust the word of Michael Cohen.

Related:

	Michael Cohen, mediocre hero
 	Trump's alternate-reality criminal trial




Today's News

	Trump's defense rested its case in his New York criminal trial. Closing arguments are set to begin next week.
 	Rudy Giuliani and 10 other Trump allies pleaded not guilty to conspiracy, forgery, and fraud charges in an Arizona criminal case related to their alleged efforts to overturn the 2020 presidential-election results.
 	One man died and multiple passengers suffered injuries when a Boeing plane flying from London to Singapore encountered severe turbulence; the aircraft plummeted roughly 6,000 feet within the span of five minutes.




Evening Read


Illustration by Nick Little for The Atlantic



The Big AI Risk Not Enough People Are Seeing

By Tyler Austin Harper

"Our focus with AI is to help create more healthy and equitable relationships." Whitney Wolfe Herd, the founder and executive chair of the dating app Bumble, leans in toward her Bloomberg Live interviewer. "How can we actually teach you how to date?"
 When her interviewer, apparently bemused, asks for an example of what this means, Herd launches into a mind-bending disquisition on the future of AI-abetted dating: "Okay, so for example, you could in the near future be talking to your AI dating concierge, and you could share your insecurities. 'I just came out of a breakup. I have commitment issues.' And it could help you train yourself into a better way of thinking about yourself" ...
 What Herd provides here is much more than a darkly whimsical peek into a dystopian future of online dating. It's a window into a future in which people require layer upon layer of algorithmic mediation between them in order to carry out the most basic of human interactions: those involving romance, sex, friendship, comfort, food.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The voters who don't really know Donald Trump
 	Higher education isn't the enemy.
 	Scientists are very worried about NASA's Mars plan.




Culture Break


Billie Eilish wears sunglasses and squats in front of a blue gradient background



Listen. Billie Eilish's new album, Hit Me Hard and Soft, sustains a mood of longing that is very now, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Watch. Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes (out now in theaters) proves that this blockbuster franchise keeps evolving for the better, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Among the many absurd details of the hush-money case are the alliterative, somewhat zippy pseudonyms that Daniels and Cohen apparently used in a nondisclosure agreement. Trump went by "David Dennison," and Daniels was called "Peggy Peterson." Earlier in the trial, Keith Davidson, Daniels's former lawyer, testified that he had come up with the monikers--and that David Dennison was the name of a real person on his high-school hockey team.

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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OpenAI Just Gave Away the Entire Game

The Scarlett Johansson debacle is a microcosm of AI's raw deal: It's happening, and you can't stop it.

by Charlie Warzel




If you're looking to understand the philosophy that underpins Silicon Valley's latest gold rush, look no further than OpenAI's Scarlett Johansson debacle. The story, according to Johansson's lawyers, goes like this: Nine months ago, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman approached the actor with a request to license her voice for a new digital assistant; Johansson declined. She alleges that just two days before the company's keynote event last week, in which that assistant was revealed as part of a new system called GPT-4o, Altman reached out to Johansson's team, urging the actor to reconsider. Johansson and Altman allegedly never spoke, and Johansson allegedly never granted OpenAI permission to use her voice. Nevertheless, the company debuted Sky two days later--a program with a voice many believed was alarmingly similar to Johansson's.



Johansson told NPR that she was "shocked, angered and in disbelief that Mr. Altman would pursue a voice that sounded so eerily similar to mine." In response, Altman issued a statement denying that the company had cloned her voice and saying that it had already cast a different voice actor before reaching out to Johansson. (I'd encourage you to listen for yourself.) Curiously, Altman said that OpenAI would take down Sky's voice from its platform "out of respect" for Johansson. This is a messy situation for OpenAI, complicated by Altman's own social-media posts. On the day that OpenAI released ChatGPT's assistant, Altman posted a cheeky, one-word statement on X: "Her"--a reference to the 2013 film of the same name, in which Johansson is the voice of an AI assistant that a man falls in love with. Altman's post is reasonably damning, implying that Altman was aware, even proud, of the similarities between Sky's voice and Johansson's.



On its own, this seems to be yet another example of a tech company blowing past ethical concerns and operating with impunity. But the situation is also a tidy microcosm of the raw deal at the center of generative AI, a technology that is built off data scraped from the internet, generally without the consent of creators or copyright owners. Multiple artists and publishers, including The New York Times, have sued AI companies for this reason, but the tech firms remain unchastened, prevaricating when asked point-blank about the provenance of their training data. At the core of these deflections is an implication: The hypothetical superintelligence they are building is too big, too world-changing, too important for prosaic concerns such as copyright and attribution. The Johansson scandal is merely a reminder of AI's manifest-destiny philosophy: This is happening, whether you like it or not. 



Altman and OpenAI have been candid on this front. The end goal of OpenAI has always been to build a so-called artificial general intelligence, or AGI, that would, in their imagining, alter the course of human history forever, ushering in an unthinkable revolution of productivity and prosperity--a utopian world where jobs disappear, replaced by some form of universal basic income, and humanity experiences quantum leaps in science and medicine. (Or, the machines cause life on Earth as we know it to end.) The stakes, in this hypothetical, are unimaginably high--all the more reason for OpenAI to accelerate progress by any means necessary. Last summer, my colleague Ross Andersen described Altman's ambitions thusly:

As with other grand projects of the 20th century, the voting public had a voice in both the aims and the execution of the Apollo missions. Altman made it clear that we're no longer in that world. Rather than waiting around for it to return, or devoting his energies to making sure that it does, he is going full throttle forward in our present reality.


Part of Altman's reasoning, he told Andersen, is that AI development is a geopolitical race against autocracies like China. "If you are a person of a liberal-democratic country, it is better for you to cheer on the success of OpenAI" rather than that of "authoritarian governments," he said. He noted that, in an ideal world, AI should be a product of nations. But in this world, Altman seems to view his company as akin to its own nation-state. Altman, of course, has testified before Congress, urging lawmakers to regulate the technology while also stressing that "the benefits of the tools we have deployed so far vastly outweigh the risks." Still, the message is clear: The future is coming, and you ought to let us be the ones to build it.

Other OpenAI employees have offered a less gracious vision. In a video posted last fall on YouTube by a group of effective altruists in the Netherlands, three OpenAI employees answered questions about the future of the technology. In response to one question about AGI rendering jobs obsolete, Jeff Wu, an engineer for the company, confessed, "It's kind of deeply unfair that, you know, a group of people can just build AI and take everyone's jobs away, and in some sense, there's nothing you can do to stop them right now." He added, "I don't know. Raise awareness, get governments to care, get other people to care. Yeah. Or join us and have one of the few remaining jobs. I don't know; it's rough." Wu's colleague Daniel Kokotajlo jumped in with the justification. "To add to that," he said, "AGI is going to create tremendous wealth. And if that wealth is distributed--even if it's not equitably distributed, but the closer it is to equitable distribution, it's going to make everyone incredibly wealthy." (There is no evidence to suggest that the wealth will be evenly distributed.)

This is the unvarnished logic of OpenAI. It is cold, rationalist, and paternalistic. That such a small group of people should be anointed to build a civilization-changing technology is inherently unfair, they note. And yet they will carry on because they have both a vision for the future and the means to try to bring it to fruition. Wu's proposition, which he offers with a resigned shrug in the video, is telling: You can try to fight this, but you can't stop it. Your best bet is to get on board.

You can see this dynamic playing out in OpenAI's content-licensing agreements, which it has struck with platforms such as Reddit and news organizations such as Axel Springer and Dotdash Meredith. Recently, a tech executive I spoke with compared these types of agreements to a hostage situation, suggesting they believe that AI companies will find ways to scrape publishers' websites anyhow, if they don't comply. Best to get a paltry fee out of them while you can, the person argued.

The Johansson accusations only compound (and, if true, validate) these suspicions. Altman's alleged reasoning for commissioning Johansson's voice was that her familiar timbre might be "comforting to people" who find AI assistants off-putting. Her likeness would have been less about a particular voice-bot aesthetic and more of an adoption hack or a recruitment tool for a technology that many people didn't ask for, and seem uneasy about. Here, again, is the logic of OpenAI at work. It follows that the company would plow ahead, consent be damned, simply because it might believe the stakes are too high to pivot or wait. When your technology aims to rewrite the rules of society, it stands that society's current rules need not apply.

Hubris and entitlement are inherent in the development of any transformative technology. A small group of people needs to feel confident enough in its vision to bring it into the world and ask the rest of us to adapt. But generative AI stretches this dynamic to the point of absurdity. It is a technology that requires a mindset of manifest destiny, of dominion and conquest. It's not stealing to build the future if you believe it has belonged to you all along.
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        The Beauty of Earth From Orbit
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            The International Space Station is currently hosting seven crew members of Expedition 71, which began on April 6. The ISS orbits the Earth at about 17,150 miles per hour, orbiting the planet about 16 times a day. In recent months, the astronauts and cosmonauts of Expeditions 70 and 71 have taken some amazing photographs of our lovely planet as they pass overhead, and I wanted to share more of those unique views here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A night view of the Soyuz module docked with the ISS as it passes above Eastern Europe, showing many different-colored city lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Soyuz module docked with the ISS as it passes above Eastern Europe, looking west, on January 13, 2024
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                [image: The moon, seen above the Earth's atmosphere]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The dark side of the moon is illuminated by Earthshine, seen above the layers of our atmosphere, with the Pleiades star cluster seen above it in the background, in May 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of twisted and braided land, formed over many years by a meandering river]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the twisting landforms around the Paraguay River, photographed by Expedition 70 Flight Engineer Jasmin Moghbeli as the ISS orbited 263 miles above
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                [image: A twisting line of lights marks the path of a long river in a desert area, seen from orbit at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Egypt's Nile River, seen at night on January 14, 2024
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                [image: Seen from above, clouds cover the ocean, with the peak of a small island poking up, creating a swirling gap downwind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vortices form as the wind pushes clouds past an island in the Southern Ocean on April 26, 2024.
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                [image: A night view of the streets and lights of Shanghai, seen from orbit]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A night view of Shanghai, seen on February 17, 2024
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                [image: Lake Michigan, Lake Huron, and the state of Michigan, seen from orbit]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lake Michigan (left), Lake Huron, and the state of Michigan, seen from orbit on April 26, 2024
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                [image: Greenish bands of light swirl above the Earth at night, seen from orbit.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clouds and an aurora, seen above the Southern Ocean on February 13, 2024
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                [image: Seven astronauts pose, giving thumbs-up signs while floating inside a cluttered module of the International Space Station.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Expedition 70 crew members pose for a portrait ahead of Crew-7's departure from the International Space Station on March 11, 2024. From left are Satoshi Furukawa of JAXA, Loral O'Hara and Jeanette Epps of NASA, Andreas Mogensen of ESA, and Michael Barratt, Matthew Dominick, and Jasmin Moghbeli of NASA.
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                [image: An astronaut's long hair floats above their head as they work aboard the International Space Station.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                NASA astronaut and Expedition 70 Flight Engineer Loral O'Hara wears personal protective equipment during scientific-maintenance duties aboard the International Space Station's Destiny laboratory module, photographed on February 8, 2024.
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                [image: A black-and-white ball-shaped device with two circular "eyes" floats inside the ISS.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                JAXA's free-flying robotic camera, also known as the JEM (Japanese Experiment Module) Internal Ball Camera 2, is pictured during a technology demonstration inside the Kibo laboratory module on February 27, 2024. The Internal Ball Camera 2 is being tested for its ability to autonomously maneuver and navigate aboard the International Space Station while photographing and videotaping crew activities.
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                [image: A spacecraft floats above cloud cover, seen from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Progress 85 cargo craft is seen shortly after undocking from International Space Station on February 12, 2024, as it was orbiting 260 miles above the Pacific Ocean.
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                [image: City lights and many green lights dot a coastline and just offshore, seen at night, from orbit.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The city lights of Bangkok, Thailand, and its suburbs contrast with the green lights of fishing boats on the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea, seen on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of many dark circles, irrigated fields, in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As the ISS orbited 260 miles above Egypt, center-pivot irrigation crop circles were seen in the Sahara Desert on November 19, 2023.
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                [image: A small spacecraft fires thrusters as it nears the ISS.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thrusters on the SpaceX Dragon cargo spacecraft fire automatically while adjusting the vehicle's careful approach toward the International Space Station to dock with the Harmony module's forward port on November 11, 2023.
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                [image: An orbital view of New York City as well as parts of New Jersey]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An orbital view of New York City, as well as parts of New Jersey, photographed on December 20, 2023
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                [image: An orbital view of swirling flows of many small ice chunks in the ocean]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sea-ice patterns in the northern Atlantic Ocean, seen on April 27, 2024
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                [image: A night view of the Earth and parts of the ISS]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A night view of the Earth and parts of the ISS, including the illuminated Dextre telemanipulator, or Special Purpose Dexterous Manipulator (SPDM), seen at top center on April 14, 2024
                #
            

            
                
                
                NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An orbital view of a flowing glacier]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An orbital view of Viedma Glacier, in Argentina, seen on December 28, 2023
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                [image: An elevated view of many square farm fields dusted with snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wind-blown snow gathers at the edges of farm fields in the American Midwest, seen on December 13, 2023.
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                [image: A night view of the lights of many cities, including Boston and New York City]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An oblique night view of the American Northeast, looking southwest, with Boston at bottom center, New York City at center, then looking at Philadelphia and beyond, seen on January 17, 2024
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                [image: Several lightning strikes, seen in clouds, viewed from above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lightning strikes, seen in clouds above Saudi Arabia, on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: High, wispy clouds seen far above the Earth]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noctilucent clouds observed above the southern Pacific Ocean on February 10, 2024
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                [image: A night view of Beijing, seen from space]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A night view of Beijing, China, seen on January 15, 2024
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                [image: An orbital view of the moon's shadow crossing the Earth during a solar eclipse]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the moon's shadow crossing the Earth during a solar eclipse, seen over eastern Canada, on April 8, 2024
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                [image: A densely built urban area on a sharp-edged peninsula]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The city of Dakar, Senegal, on the Cap-Vert peninsula.
                #
            

            
                
                
                NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of the twisting forks of a huge reservoir filling dry canyons]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lake Powell, on the Colorado River in Utah and Arizona, seen from orbit on April 17, 2024
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                [image: City lights streak by, below the ISS, seen at night in a long-exposure shot]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A long exposure at night, as the ISS passes above parts of Russia and Europe
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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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Tennis Explains Everything

The characters of <em>Challengers</em> make sense of everything through the sport they play--and they're not the only ones.

by Michael Nicholas




Tennis is an elegant and simple sport. Players stand on opposite sides of a rectangle, divided by a net that can't be crossed. The gameplay is full of invisible geometry: Viewers might trace parabolas, angles, and lines depending on how the players move and where they hit the ball. It's an ideal representation of conflict, a perfect stage for pitting one competitor against another, so it's no wonder that the game comes to stand in for all sorts of different things off the court. Google tennis metaphor and you'll learn how marriage is like the call and response of a rally; how business is like trying to find the best angle on your opponent; how in life it's sometimes important to "come to the net."

Naturally, the protagonists of Luca Guadagnino's film Challengers, whose entire existence revolves around tennis, also make sense of themselves through the rules of the game. To hear them speak to one another is to experience their monomania: Everything they really mean is hidden beneath layers of tennis puns and analogies, and the lines between life and the game become as imperceptible as those on a well-used clay court. If this is a movie about love or desire or anything else, it's only by way of tennis.

The film's story unfolds during the final of the fictional Phil's Tire Town Challenger tennis tournament, held in New Rochelle, New York. Via flashbacks interspersed throughout the match, we learn about the rivalry between the prim champion Art Donaldson (Mike Faist) and scruffy down-on-his-luck Patrick Zweig (Josh O'Connor)--as well as their relationships with Tashi Duncan (Zendaya), a once-promising player whose career fell apart due to injury. Although Art and Tashi are now married, the film slowly reveals the evolution of these relationships. We see how they all met at a sponsor party during the U.S. Open Junior tournament, where Tashi promised her phone number to the winner of a match between the two boys, who at the time were best friends, declaring her desire to watch some "good fucking tennis." We see how Patrick and Tashi were a short-lived couple and had an affair long after they broke up, and how Art's irrepressible flirtation with Tashi led to a career-defining romantic and coaching partnership between the two of them. As we realize how much of their lives are tied up in the Phil's Tire Town final, every glance, serve, and motion becomes fraught with meaning.

The narrative progresses in a way that's not unlike John McPhee's 1969 book, Levels of the Game, which recounts a single match played between two American players, Arthur Ashe and Clark Graebner, in the semifinals of the 1968 U.S. Open. Between McPhee's descriptions of various points played during the match, he travels back to key moments in each competitor's life, narrating the personal and social conditions that shaped their respective playing styles and dispositions on the court--and how the two rivals see each other.

For McPhee, "a person's tennis game begins with his nature and background and comes out through his motor mechanisms into shot patterns and characteristics of play." Graebner sees Ashe's short strokes and risk taking as an extension of his "loose" lifestyle, equating his confidence on the court with the rising social position of Black Americans. To Ashe, Graebner's cautious and predictable play style is indicative of his traditional values and conservative, family-oriented life: He calls it "Republican tennis." Although in some ways it was just another meeting between two longtime rivals, the match comes to stand in for competing cultural currents in America, the civil-rights struggles of the '50s and '60s looming in the background.

A few years later, another match took on post-1960s gender politics in a famously theatrical showdown. The "Battle of Sexes" match in 1973, between Billie Jean King and then-retired Bobby Riggs, has since been mythologized as a turning point for women's sports. If the social allegory of the Ashe-Graeber match was subtextual, the one in this spectacle--which ended in a decisive victory for King over the cartoonishly chauvinistic Riggs--was glaringly explicit. At a time when women's liberation was becoming a force that threw all sorts of conventions into question, and plenty of people were for or against the gains of the movement, seeing the debate represented by a game of tennis surely had a comforting appeal. For those with more regressive beliefs, rooting for Bobby was certainly easier than really articulating a justification for maintaining massive pay disparities between men and women, both within and outside of professional tennis.

Read: Tennis temperament

In Challengers, the topic of tennis plays a similar orienting role for three players whose "only skill in life is hitting a ball with a racket," according to Tashi. Talking with Patrick and Art after she meets them, Tashi describes tennis as a "relationship." On the court, she understands her opponent--and the crowd understands them both, watching them almost fall in love as they battle back and forth. For Tashi who has nothing but tennis to talk about, the tennis metaphor works because seeing things as a game based on one-on-one competition, long-standing rivalries, and extended strategic play makes intuitive sense. Although pretty much everything else in her life might be complicated, tennis is not.

But this assured confidence doesn't follow the players off the court. Within their love triangle, tension arises with the dawning recognition that in a one-on-one sport, there's always another person who doesn't have a place on the court. Save for the night they meet, when Tashi induces Art and Patrick to kiss each other for her entertainment, the three of them rarely engage with one another at the same time: Someone is always watching from the stands, whether literally or metaphorically. Tashi's solution to Patrick and Art's competing interest--giving her number to the winner of their match--doesn't stop the loser from wanting to continue play, of course. Life isn't that simple.

Nor are the boundaries between sport and play so neatly defined. During Patrick and Tashi's brief romance, a post-coital conversation seamlessly transitions into a discussion about Patrick's poor performance as a pro, and eventually becomes a referendum on why their relationship doesn't work. Confused, and trying to make sense of it all as their banter swiftly changes definitions, Patrick asks: "Are we still talking about tennis?" "We're always talking about tennis," Tashi replies. Frustrated, Patrick tersely retorts: "Can we not?"

What would it be for them to not talk about tennis? As the linguists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson argue in their 1980 book, Metaphors We Live By, "Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature." In other words, we're always talking about things in terms of other things--even if it's not always as obvious as it is in Challengers. Metaphors are more than just a poetic device; they're fundamental to the way language is structured. Complex ideas almost always elude easy explanation, so we reach for metaphors, either consciously or not. When tennis represents these various concepts--love, gender, race--they become easier to discuss due to the sport's inherent legibility. No matter what issue is at stake, or how grand it may be, it can always be reduced to an individual's performance on the court.

And as a sport, tennis is versatile enough to be a playful and rich metaphor in Challengers. While Patrick is still dating Tashi, and Art is transparently trying to steal his best friend's girl, Patrick playfully accuses Art of playing "percentage tennis"--a patient strategy of hitting low-risk shots and waiting for your opponent to mess up. It's something unique to the game, as it wouldn't really make sense in the context of other individual sports like boxing, track, or bowling. As we learn, it's also not a good strategy for love--because although Art does make his move once Patrick inevitably screws up, his unflagging commitment isn't enough to make Tashi genuinely love him.

On the night before the Phil's Tire Town final, Art asks for Tashi's permission to retire once the season is over. Art knows that this would be the end of their professional relationship--he would no longer be able to play dutiful pupil to Tashi. But it might also be the end of whatever spark animated their love in the first place, as you can't play "good fucking tennis" in retirement. Tashi says she will leave Art if he doesn't beat Patrick in the final. Tired of playing, but unable to escape the game, Art curls up in his wife's lap and cries.

The next day, as the final nears its conclusion, tensions run high. Art has just discovered the truth about Patrick and Tashi's affair, and the match goes into a tiebreaker to decide the final set. After an intense rally, Art jumps for a smash and falls over the net, landing in Patrick's arms. As she watches her two lovers embrace, Tashi stands up and screams "Come on!" with a passion not seen since early in her career. It doesn't matter who wins. Lost in a moment of catharsis, they're finally not talking about tennis anymore.
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        Trump's Money Problems Are Becoming a Crisis for the Entire Country
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump is facing some of the most serious threats to his financial empire in his long and tumultuous career. That's his problem.But the methods he's using to get out of those troubles make him beholden to wealthy people with interests of their own--which, if reelected president, he would be in a position to advance. And that could be everyone's problem.Trump's money woes begin with his urgent need for huge amounts of...

      

      
        The British Prime Minister Bowed to the Inevitable
        Helen Lewis

        Please read this as classic British understatement: Today was not, on the face of it, an ideal time for Rishi Sunak to call an election.One of the perks of being Britain's prime minister is getting to choose the date when voters deliver their verdict on your government. Most push their advantage by selecting a time when their party is ahead in the polls, the economic mood is buoyant, and their supporters are optimistic about success.None of those things is true now for Sunak and his Conservative ...

      

      
        Cows Have Almost Certainly Infected More Than Two People With Bird Flu
        Katherine J. Wu

        It was bound to happen again. For the second time in two months, the United States has confirmed a case of bird flu in a dairy worker employed by a farm with H5N1-infected cows. "The only thing I'm surprised about is that it's taken this long to get another confirmed case," Steve Valeika, a veterinarian and an epidemiologist based in North Carolina, told me.The true case count is almost certainly higher. For weeks, anecdotal reports of sick farmworkers have been trickling in from around the natio...

      

      
        Trump Claims He Can Free an American Detainee--If He's Reelected
        Tom Nichols

        Donald Trump posted on Truth Social today that he can free the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich from his unjust detainment in Russia--but only after he is elected president.
Evan Gershkovich, the Reporter from The Wall Street Journal, who is being held by Russia, will be released almost immediately after the Election, but definitely before I assume Office. He will be HOME, SAFE, AND WITH HIS FAMILY. Vladimir Putin, President of Russia, will do that for me, but not for anyone else, and...

      

      
        OpenAI Should Have Gone Way Beyond Scarlett Johansson
        Ross Andersen

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Let's get this out of the way: OpenAI's voice assistant doesn't sound that much like Scarlett Johansson. The movie star has alleged that, though she rebuffed multiple attempts by Sam Altman, the company's CEO, to license her voice for the product that it demoed last week, the one it ended up using was "eerily similar" to her own. Not everyone finds the similarity so eerie--to my ear, it lacks her distinctive s...

      

      
        Nikki Haley Surrendered, but Not Her Voters
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The views of Nikki Haley Republicans--pro-Ukraine, pro-Israel, pro-market--reflect all those things that Republicans used to think in that bygone era when Reagans and Bushes and Romneys roamed the Earth. But few feel any emotional bond to Haley. If she gives a Ted Kennedy-style "dream shall never die" speech at the Republican convention in Milwaukee this summer, they won't tear up. They'll wonder what the hell she imagines ...

      

      
        What Monastic Mystics Got Right About Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.An old saying commonly attributed to Mark Twain runs, "It ain't what you don't know that gets you into trouble. It's what you know for sure that just ain't so." Misinformation--or what some call "fake news"--is clearly a huge problem in our society, leading to a great deal of conflict. But this principle is, from my observation, also the biggest obstacle facing every young adult starting out on a n...

      

      
        The <em>Brooklyn</em> Sequel Asks the Most American of Questions About Immigration
        Rhian Sasseen

        America's conception of itself as a nation has always been built on the aspirations of the immigrant. But to immigrate to this country can be dehumanizing--can demand, to some degree, the erasure of one's previous identity. In many cases one is expected to undergo a homogenizing process, smoothing away any prickly individualities: names, languages, sometimes entire systems of belief. The French writer Georges Perec, describing Ellis Island in the 1970s, likened it to "a sort of factory for manufac...

      

      
        How Do the Families of the Hamas Hostages Endure the Agony?
        David Brooks

        You may think you know stories like this one, but it's important not to become numb to their evil and horror. Hersh Goldberg-Polin was attending the Nova music festival on October 7 when the Hamas terrorists descended. He and three others rushed to their car and tried to escape by heading north. But the terrorists were shooting drivers on the road, so Hersh and his friends instead sought refuge in a nearby bomb shelter.More than 25 young people were crammed into a 5-by-8-foot enclosure. The Hamas...

      

      
        OpenAI Just Gave Away the Entire Game
        Charlie Warzel

        If you're looking to understand the philosophy that underpins Silicon Valley's latest gold rush, look no further than OpenAI's Scarlett Johansson debacle. The story, according to Johansson's lawyers, goes like this: Nine months ago, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman approached the actor with a request to license her voice for a new digital assistant; Johansson declined. She alleges that just two days before the company's keynote event last week, in which that assistant was revealed as part of a new system ca...

      

      
        Ozempic Patients Need an Off-Ramp
        Sarah Zhang

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When patients start on the latest obesity drugs, they find that their food cravings drop away, and then the pounds do too. But when patients go off the drugs, the gears shift into reverse: The food cravings creep back, and then the pounds do too. Within a year of stopping semaglutide--better known by its brand names Wegovy or Ozempic--people regain, on average, two-thirds of the weight they lost. Tirzepatide, a...

      

      
        The New Sound of Sexual Frustration
        Spencer Kornhaber

        In 1989, a socially anxious handyman named Trent Reznor shut himself in the Cleveland recording studio that employed him and emerged with one of rock and roll's great statements of sexual frustration. Nine Inch Nails's debut album, Pretty Hate Machine, blended noise with synthesized melodies and dance beats; it sounded like the work of a loner who hated his own need for connection, intimacy, and other bodies. In the ragged rasp of a man dying of thirst, Reznor screamed a confession: "I just want ...

      

      
        A Peace Deal That Seems Designed to Fail
        Andrew Exum

        Even if a highly anticipated agreement between the United States and Saudi Arabia never comes to fruition, its rumored announcement seems sure to do at least one thing: further isolate Israel within the international community.Over the past few years, the Biden administration has been working with the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman, on a wide-ranging deal to strengthen ties between the United States and Saudi Arabia as part of a broader agreement in which Saudi Arabia will norm...

      

      
        'The Judge Hates Donald Trump'
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Since the New York State judge Juan Merchan fined and scolded Donald Trump earlier this month for violating a gag order in his criminal trial, the former president has been on ... well, maybe not his best behavior, but certainly better behavior. For a couple of weeks, he avoided statements that might be construed as violating the order, before he started to test the boundaries again.The order is intended to protect the sanc...

      

      
        Why Is Charlie Kirk Selling Me Food Rations?
        Ali Breland

        Charlie Kirk is worked up. "The world is in flames, and Bidenomics is a complete and total disaster," the conservative influencer said during a recent episode of his podcast The Charlie Kirk Show. "But it can't and won't ruin my day," he continued. "Why? 'Cause I start my day with a hot America First cup of Blackout Coffee." Liberals have brought about economic Armageddon, but first, coffee.Listening to Kirk's show--which is among the most popular podcasts on the right--can be unsettling, even if y...

      

      
        New 9/11 Evidence Points to Deep Saudi Complicity
        Steven Simon

        For more than two decades, through two wars and domestic upheaval, the idea that al-Qaeda acted alone on 9/11 has been the basis of U.S. policy. A blue-ribbon commission concluded that Osama bin Laden had pioneered a new kind of terrorist group--combining superior technological know-how, extensive resources, and a worldwide network so well coordinated that it could carry out operations of unprecedented magnitude. This vanguard of jihad, it seemed, was the first nonstate actor that rivaled nation-s...

      

      
        Russia's Psychological Warfare Against Ukraine
        Kevin Townsend

        After months of struggle with little movement, the war in Ukraine may be nearing a crucial point. The fight has not been going well for Ukraine. With American aid stalled, tired fighters on the front lines faced ammunition shortages just as Russia brought new sources of recruits and weapons online.But although painfully delayed, military support from the United States is on its way. The aid package passed in April is the first since Republicans took control of the House of Representatives more th...

      

      
        Furiosa Is Not Fury Road. That's a Good Thing.
        Shirley Li

        Even as a little girl, Furiosa understood the value of staying hidden in the wasteland of postapocalyptic Earth, where resources are scarce, war is everlasting, and strangers are immediately treated as threats. But keeping out of sight is not the easiest task in the Mad Max films. The director George Miller's dystopian setting conceals little; his bleak hellscapes provide the perfect stage for thunderous exhibitionism, the kind that yields characters such as the Doof Warrior, who shreds a flame-t...

      

      
        The Two Women Who Wrote as 'Michael Field'
        Walt Hunter

        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.The poetic genius--tortured, solitary--is a familiar figure. Some of the concept's staying power comes from simple wonder: The best poetry makes us marvel at the human spirit's ability to use language in such extraordinary or unusual ways, whether it's "'twas brillig, and the slithy toves" or "beauty is truth, truth beauty,--that is all / ...

      

      
        Praising Trump With Faint Damnation
        Peter Wehner

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Franklin Graham, one of America's most well-known evangelicals, recently did what he has never done before: He offered a critical assessment of Donald Trump. Speaking to The Wall Street Journal not long ago, Graham conceded that Trump--twice impeached, thrice married, and four times indicted--at times uses "locker room" talk.That's right; that was it. And even Graham's mildest of all possible criticisms of the former presid...

      

      
        The OpenAI Dustup Signals a Bigger Problem
        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.Last week, OpenAI demonstrated new voice options for its AI assistant. One of them, called Sky, sounded strikingly similar to Scarlett Johansson's portrayal of a robot companion in the 2013 movie Her. On Monday, Johansson released a statement expressing her anger and "disbelief" that Sam Altman, the com...

      

      
        What Happens When Desire Fuels a Life
        Hannah Giorgis

        When we meet Jin, the protagonist of R. O. Kwon's new novel, Exhibit, the 29-year-old photographer is in a holding pattern: For months, she's been incapable of producing a single image she wants to keep. Joining this creative atrophy is a new, existential gulf in her marriage: Philip, her husband, suddenly wants a child, and no part of Jin echoes the sentiment. Such disconnects might prompt a person on the cusp of their 30s to seek the guidance of friends, a therapist, or perhaps religion--time-ho...
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Trump's Money Problems Are Becoming a Crisis for the Entire Country

The ex-president's financial troubles make him beholden to his wealthy friends. If he's president again, they will want something in return.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump is facing some of the most serious threats to his financial empire in his long and tumultuous career. That's his problem.

But the methods he's using to get out of those troubles make him beholden to wealthy people with interests of their own--which, if reelected president, he would be in a position to advance. And that could be everyone's problem.

Trump's money woes begin with his urgent need for huge amounts of liquid cash--both to cover his never-ending legal fees and judgments, and to fund his campaign. A jury awarded the writer E. Jean Carroll more than $83 million in a defamation case in January. (Trump has posted a $92 million bond while he appeals the verdict.) In February, a judge in New York fined him nearly half a billion dollars in a civil fraud case involving property valuations. He owes legal fees for many other cases he's involved in. Making matters worse, various aspects of his business suffered during his presidency because of negative publicity, and those troubles are compounded by the current weakness of the commercial real-estate market.

To make up for these challenges, Trump has turned to a few sources. He obtained a highly unusual bond from a California businessman for the civil fraud case, having persuaded an appellate court to reduce the amount to $175 million. He has been using political donations to pay his hefty legal bills, and his campaign's effective merger with the Republican National Committee creates a new stream of cash for those. He has also brazenly pleaded for cash from large donors, reportedly telling a gathering of oil executives that he would pursue favorable policies if they raised $1 billion for his campaign and he won in November. Finally, the Trump Media and Technology Group went public this spring, providing Trump with a potentially enormous windfall, at least on paper. ("It's one of the most obvious worthless stocks I have ever seen,'' Alan Jagolinzer, an accounting professor at the University of Cambridge, in England, told The New York Times.) Each of these revenue streams gives leverage--financial, and perhaps psychological--over Trump to rich people whose fortunes could be affected by actions of the federal government.

David A. Graham: Trump's money problems are very real and very bad

"He made very clear throughout his presidency, and in the plan since then, that he is very open to people currying favor with him by financing him in a variety of ways," Noah Bookbinder, the president of Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, told me. Previously, someone looking for favor could donate to his campaign, schedule an event at a Trump golf course, or spend big at his hotel in Washington. Now the hotel is gone, but other possibilities have arisen.

"Donald Trump's finances and the ways of potentially influencing him have gotten more complicated than what we were talking about in 2016, and even 2020," Bookbinder said. "It's a whole new world of ways to potentially funnel money to Donald Trump."

Trump's ongoing trial in Manhattan, on charges that he falsified business records to cover up a hush-money payment, showcases a small-scale example of how this works. David Pecker, the former publisher of the National Enquirer, testified that after he agreed to pay $150,000 to purchase and sit on the story of a woman who said she had sex with Trump, he was invited to a Trump Tower meeting with officials including FBI Director James Comey and future Cabinet-level officials, and was later feted with a White House dinner. This is deeply embarrassing--for Trump, given the reason he was indebted to Pecker; for the officials, who were made to mingle with a tabloid publisher ("Here is David Pecker, he's the publisher of the National Enquirer, and he probably knows more than anybody else in this room," Trump joked, per Pecker's testimony; the men didn't laugh, he recalled); and for the country. As a matter of substance, it's probably relatively harmless.

But if $150,000 gets you a meeting with the director of the FBI, what does $175 million get you?

That's the question raised by Trump's bond in his civil fraud case. A defendant who is appealing a judgment is obliged to either post the amount he owes or to get a bonding company to offer an IOU--assuring that if the appeal is unsuccessful, the penalty will be paid. Trump's attorneys testified in court that they had tried and failed to obtain a bond for the full amount of more than $450 million, and persuaded an appellate court to reduce the amount to $175 million. Trump was then able to secure a bond--but rather than use a New York State bonding company, he got it from Knight Specialty Insurance, a California-based company. Knight is owned by Don Hankey, a relatively unknown billionaire who has made millions in subprime loans.

The bond was odd. Initial filings for it contained errors that had to be corrected. Knight wasn't licensed in New York, and the attorney general's office raised questions about whether the company had enough money to actually cover the bond. Justice Arthur Engoron, the judge in the case, approved it only after a hearing in which Trump agreed to place collateral assets under Knight's control.

The strangeness doesn't end there. Hankey told Reuters that he charged Trump below market rate for the bond. He also said he supported Trump politically previously and in the current election and called the case against him "unfair," though he said they had never met. Hankey has a financial incentive to get in Trump's good graces: Federal regulators have taken actions against companies he controls at least four times in the past decade, NBC News reported, including repeated fines levied by the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. As president, Trump could shield Hankey's business from enforcement. He has made political interference in the Justice Department a centerpiece of his campaign for president, and during his first term, the CFPB was moribund and shackled.

"If you look at the laws of what an in-kind contribution is, it is exactly this-- when you give a goods or services for not the full price because you want to curry favor with a candidate," Adam Pollock, an attorney in New York and former assistant attorney general, told me. "In this day and age, nobody ever prosecutes those kind of in-kind contributions anymore, ever. But there's a reason those laws exist. It's because you don't want to provide that kind of untoward access of how money corrupts politics. And I think we're all just so jaded."

Worth noting is that if Trump loses the appeal, he will still have to pay the penalty, or else he faces the prospect of the state attorney general seizing assets. (If appeals courts affirm Engoron's ruling, Trump and his sons will also be barred from serving as officers of a company in the state for several years, which could paralyze the Trump Organization's operations as they exist.) Trump has already acknowledged that he doesn't have sufficient cash. That's not a huge surprise--many of his holdings are in real estate, which is not liquid--but it is a problem for him, especially because the market for some of the assets he holds, specifically his large portfolio of urban office buildings, is depressed right now.

So when Trump Media and Technology Group, the parent of Trump's Truth Social site, became a public company earlier this spring, it seemed like a timely windfall for the former president. Trump has a knack for wriggling out of a jam, and this looks like yet another example. His stake in the company is estimated at about $6 billion. But experts told me that paper wealth like this doesn't always translate to liquid assets. The company's equity is trading more like a meme stock than anything related to its underlying fundamental value: The price has dropped, and analysts expect it to fall further eventually. Regardless, Trump is barred from selling shares for months and may be unable to use stock as collateral. Once he is allowed to sell, he will be unable to cash out quickly, as doing so would tank the share price. (The company faces other question marks related to its auditor, who has agreed to cease operations and been charged by the Securities and Exchange Commission with "massive fraud.")

This means that TMTG may not provide a miraculous cash infusion benefiting Trump, but it's still a big gain for him. TMTG also illustrates other ways in which Trump is susceptible to financial leverage. The investor Jeff Yass was one of the biggest shareholders in the company that merged with Trump's to go public. Assuming that Yass still owns the shares, this gives him substantial sway in keeping the inflated stock price high, which would in turn help Trump's net worth swell. Perhaps Yass would not have invested simply to aid Trump--or to cozy up to him. But he and his wife are already the biggest political donors so far this election cycle, with all of their funds going to conservative causes. A Trump campaign source told The New York Times that Yass was expected to donate to pro-Trump efforts; Yass said he never had and would not. Because many donations can be hidden, the truth is almost impossible to know.

David A. Graham: Trump flaunts his corruption

Yass is also a major investor in ByteDance, the parent company of TikTok. Trump was once a noisy critic of the Chinese-owned social-media platform. "As far as TikTok is concerned, we're banning them from the United States," he said in 2020. He issued an executive order to do so if ByteDance didn't sell TikTok, but the order was soon blocked by judges. When Congress, backed by the Biden administration, took up a law to do the same this year, however, Trump suddenly turned against it. "Just so everyone knows, especially the young people, Crooked Joe Biden is responsible for banning TikTok," he posted on Truth Social in April. The reversal came shortly after a meeting with Yass.

The public has no way to know why Trump flip-flopped, and both Trump and Yass say they didn't discuss TikTok at their meeting, but some skepticism is reasonable under the circumstances. "We don't know for sure whether [the meeting] resulted in Donald Trump changing his position," Bookbinder told me. "But it's certainly something where the American people have to question that." Any other person of means might also conclude that a good way to get Trump to take up a view that benefits them--including reversing a long-held position--is to make a large investment in him.

Meanwhile, many of the old methods of influencing Trump remain. A Saudi Arabian sovereign wealth fund invested $2 billion in a private-equity firm founded by Jared Kushner, Trump's son-in-law. Kushner has recently been raising money for the former president's campaign. Serious questions also surround a development in Serbia led by Kushner and Ric Grenell, a former Trump-administration official who is rumored to be a candidate for secretary of state or national security adviser in a second term. Serbian and American observers have charged that the deal, which did not move through typical channels, is an attempt to win favor with Trump. All involved parties deny it, naturally.

That Trump would seek these bailouts should come as no surprise to anyone familiar with his business career. When he has struck serious financial difficulties in the past, he has sought and usually found some new source of funds. In 1990, for example, with Trump's casino in Atlantic City foundering, his father walked onto the floor and bought $3.5 million in chips. (This turned out to violate state rules.) Later, when others had cut him off because of his habit of not paying his debts, he found in Deutsche Bank a willing lender. But DB was no more successful in dealing with Trump. An old joke goes that if you owe the bank $1 million, the bank owns you, but if you owe the bank $100 million, you own the bank. Trump defaulted on more than $600 million in DB loans.

When he was fined in the civil fraud case earlier this year, Trump found that none of his old lenders, including DB, was willing to help. His new sources of cash knew Trump's history of stiffing those he owes, but they may have calculated that they stand to gain something far more valuable than repayment with interest: the power of the federal government at their beck and call.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/05/trump-financial-problems-wealthy-donors/678465/?utm_source=feed
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The British Prime Minister Bowed to the Inevitable

Why did Rishi Sunak just call a surprise election?

by Helen Lewis




Please read this as classic British understatement: Today was not, on the face of it, an ideal time for Rishi Sunak to call an election.

One of the perks of being Britain's prime minister is getting to choose the date when voters deliver their verdict on your government. Most push their advantage by selecting a time when their party is ahead in the polls, the economic mood is buoyant, and their supporters are optimistic about success.

None of those things is true now for Sunak and his Conservative Party, who will face voters on July 4. Since the last election, in December 2019, the Tories have dispensed with Boris Johnson for partying through COVID and Liz Truss for somehow tanking the economy in a mere 49 days in office. Sunak, who has been prime minister only since October 2022, was required to call an election by December, but no one quite understands why he has done it now.

Like many other commentators, I had been assuming that Sunak would wait as long as he could--into the fall or winter--on the principle that, as Charles Dickens's Mr. Micawber put it, "something will turn up." What that might have been, I couldn't imagine, but calling an election when you are 20 points behind in the polls is the act of a gambler putting it all on a horse with three legs--or of a kamikaze pilot determined to get the pain over with. If he wins, or even manages to deliver a respectable enough performance to return a hung Parliament, everyone in British politics will be surprised. Probably including Sunak.

The recent local and mayoral elections were bloody for the Tories. They lost nearly 500 local councilors, the mayoral elections in London and Birmingham, and a special election in the northern-English constituency of Blackpool South. "For the Conservative government the message is crystal clear," Rob Ford, a political-science professor at Manchester University, wrote on Substack after the results came out. "Voters want them out, everywhere, by any means necessary. That mood is as strong as ever and time is running out to change it." Added to this, Sunak's personal ratings are woeful: Polls show that a majority of Britons find him incompetent, unlikable, or indecisive.

As for the economy, Sunak can now boast--and did, several times, at Prime Minister's Questions today--that inflation has returned to "normal." The latest figures are 2.3 percent, down from more than 10 percent in the last three months of 2022, when Sunak took over from Truss. (She's the one who was outlasted by a head of lettuce.) Apart from that, though, the figures are gloomy. The British economy grew only 0.1 percent last year and went into recession in the last quarter of 2023; in the first quarter of this year growth was an anemic 0.6 percent.

Helen Lewis: Liz Truss fought the lettuce, and the lettuce won

Sunak's own foot soldiers have little confidence in his ability to pull off a surprise victory: More than 60 Conservative members of Parliament--nearly a fifth of the party--have already decided not to run in the next election, on the assumption that they will lose their seats or at best return to Westminster for years of boring grind in opposition. When rumors of an election announcement began to gather force earlier today, one Tory rebel responded by floating the possibility of a no-confidence vote. If you want a sense of how unexpected this announcement was, consider the fact that today was listed on the government's schedule as the launch of a website telling Britons to stockpile canned goods in case of another pandemic or similar emergency. To use British understatement again, this is not an ideal message to push as you ask people to agree that they are safer with you in charge. Everything is going great! Make sure you have enough potable water to last three days!

So why call an election now? Presumably because Sunak thinks, in an inversion of the song that soundtracked Tony Blair's election victory in 1997, things can only get worse. And sure enough, when Sunak made his announcement outside Downing Street, a protester outside the gates started to play "Things Can Only Get Better" at ear-splitting volume, drowning out the prime minister's recitation of his record in office, and of the threats currently facing Britain. As it turned out, things could also only get wetter, as spring rain soaked the normally dapper Sunak. He was just a man, standing in front of an electorate, asking them not to humiliate him at the ballot box.

"I cannot and will not claim we have got everything right," he said outside No. 10, with yet more understatement. Alongside cutting inflation, Sunak had pledged upon taking office to "stop the boats" carrying asylum seekers from France to England's southern coast. This was always an impossible promise, and sure enough, he hasn't kept it. Instead, the government has pivoted to talking up its success in clearing the backlog in the asylum system, and passing a divisive new law that allows asylum claimants to be sent to Rwanda. The party best placed to capitalize on a sense that Sunak has not delivered on immigration is Reform, the successor to the U.K. Independence Party. But the local elections showed that its ground organization is still patchy, and the energetic and well-known Nigel Farage, who co-founded the party, has so far resisted calls to serve as its leader. Holding an election now significantly diminishes the threat to the Tories from the radical right.

An imminent election also saves them the trouble of explaining how they plan to make the country's budget add up next year. Conservatives usually win elections by presenting themselves as sober, tough guardians of the public finances. Instead, as the former Tory policy adviser Sam Freedman wrote in March, Sunak and his chancellor of the exchequer "set the loosest (and most absurd) fiscal rules on record and then only met them by setting fantasy spending numbers for after the election." Then, Freedman added, rather than investing in public services, they used "this fiscal jiggery-pokery ... to fund PS35 billion of tax cuts. For which they have got precisely no credit from anyone."

Britain has been governed by the Conservatives since 2010. A decade of austerity, followed by a COVID-era borrowing binge, has meant that the National Health Service, schools, the court system, and other public needs are crying out for money, even as the national debt stands at almost 100 percent of GDP. Another round of spending cuts is inconceivable. The only two other answers to this challenge--higher taxes and higher borrowing--are politically unpalatable. So the Tories (and, to be fair, Labour too) are pretending that the problem can be solved with economic growth. Yesterday, the government announced PS10 billion in compensation for victims in the infected-blood scandal, wherein the health service, over several decades, gave new mothers and transplant patients plasma contaminated with HIV and hepatitis C. The payout was a just and overdue decision, but its sheer size made finding money for further preelection tax cuts basically impossible.

Helen Lewis: Rishi Sunak, scion of Britain's new ruling class

By calling the election early, Sunak will also hope to wrongfoot the opposition parties, who must scramble to find candidates in open seats and build up funds. Keir Starmer's Labour starts the six-week campaign from way behind: In the December 2019 election, the party lost 59 seats, including Brexit-backing territories in northern England that had been reliably left-wing for decades. As a result, to achieve an overall majority, Labour requires a swing greater than the party saw in 1997--under the young, popular, charismatic Tony Blair. And Starmer is no Blair. He is a low-key, borderline bland 61-year-old who speaks in careful, lawyerish tones, and seems to get passionate only about his football team. But his ruthless party management has resulted in the purge of his hard-left predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn; the creation of a disciplined team of ministers-in-waiting; and a return to the political center. The Conservative attack lines that worked so well last time--Labour is blocking Brexit, Labour has an anti-Semitism problem, Labour is a group of spendthrift socialists--tend to bounce off Starmer, who whipped his party to vote for a hard Brexit and expelled his former boss for not taking anti-Semitism seriously, and whose shadow chancellor, Rachel Reeves, relishes her reputation for grim fiscal discipline.

For much of the British public, the prospect of an imminent election probably feels like a relief. Because of his dire poll ratings, Sunak had lost authority, without his party quite having the courage to replace him after less than 19 months in the job. The Conservatives had lost momentum. Some of their most effective ministers have stepped down, and the Tories' quarrelsome right flank is already fighting for control of the party in opposition. Britain will go to the polls on July 4, the date that Americans celebrate cutting their old rulers loose. If the polls are right, a majority of Britons are about to do the same.
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Cows Have Almost Certainly Infected More Than Two People With Bird Flu

Protecting dairy workers from further spread will be crucial to containing the outbreak.

by Katherine J. Wu




It was bound to happen again. For the second time in two months, the United States has confirmed a case of bird flu in a dairy worker employed by a farm with H5N1-infected cows. "The only thing I'm surprised about is that it's taken this long to get another confirmed case," Steve Valeika, a veterinarian and an epidemiologist based in North Carolina, told me.



The true case count is almost certainly higher. For weeks, anecdotal reports of sick farmworkers have been trickling in from around the nation, where H5N1 has been detected in dozens of herds in nine states, according to federal counts. Testing among humans and animals remains limited, and buy-in from farms is still spotty. The gap between reality and what the government can measure is hindering the world from realizing the full scope of the outbreak. And it may hamper experts' ability to detect human-to-human spread, should that someday occur. "I wouldn't be surprised if there have been dozens of cases at this point," Valeika said.



The risk to most of the public is still low, as federal guidelines continue to emphasize. But that assurance feels tenuous when "the threat to farmworkers remains high," Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the pandemic center at the Brown University School of Public Health, told me. Too often, infectious disease most affects a society's most vulnerable people; now the future of this virus depends on America's ability to protect a community whose health and safety are routinely discounted.



Read: America's infectious-disease barometer is off



Like the first case of a dairy worker contracting avian flu, this second one has at least one   reassuring element: Exposure in both cases seems to have involved heavy, repeated contact with infected, lactating animals and resulted in a mild illness that involved only eye symptoms. (In another U.S. case, from 2022, in which a man contracted the virus from poultry, fatigue was the only reported symptom.) Cow udders and human eyes both contain receptors for H5N1 that resemble the ones primarily found in birds, and experts suspect that those receptors are an easy entry point for the virus, which still seems to be very much an avian pathogen. To spread in earnest among people, the virus would still probably need to make a few more evolutionary leaps. For most of the public, "I'm not worried about H5 right now," Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University, told me.



People who work on dairy farms, though, have reason to worry, Lakdawala added. In the so-called parlors where dairy cows are milked, animals are strapped into machines that latch on to their udders, pump until the rate of flow slows, then release, swinging "off the animal at eye height," Lakdawala told me, and blasting bystanders with frothy liquid. The machines aren't necessarily sanitized between each animal--and what cleaning does occur often involves a high-pressure hose-down that also mists up milk. The entire process involves a lot of direct maneuvering of udders, as workers load machinery onto each cow and prime their initial milk flow manually. If workers aren't directly getting milk on their hands--which will, at some point, touch their face--they're "constantly being bombarded with aerosols, droplets, and spray," Lakdawala said.



When infected cows are present, that can mean a lot of virus exposure. Lakdawala's lab has been studying how long H5N1 can persist on milky surfaces, and the initial results, not yet published in a scientific journal, suggest that the virus may linger for at least one to three hours on the same sorts of plastic and metal commonly used in milking equipment. That creates a clear conduit for the virus to move among animals, Lakdawala said--and a very easy path for a human to pick it up, too. Improper disposal of milk could also pose some transmission risk, especially milk from infected farm cows, which still have to be milked if they're lactating. (Several farm cats appear to have caught the virus from drinking raw milk.) The USDA recommends heat-treating all milk before it's discarded, but some farms, especially smaller ones, may not have consistent access to the necessary equipment or human power, Lakdawala told me.



The CDC has urged farmworkers to don goggles, gloves, high-quality respirators, and other protective equipment in these environments. But those recommendations can't really be enforced, and it's unclear how many farms have been following them, or how many workers on those farms are complying. In the rising spring and summer heat, wearing that gear may get even less palatable, Lakdawala pointed out, especially in the steamy, cramped environments in which the people with the most exposure do the brunt of their work. Goggles and other tight-fitting eye protection, in particular, are tricky: "They get dirty very quickly," Lakdawala said. Workers can't see what they're doing through milk-spattered lenses.



Enthusiasm for testing cows and people has also been low on farms, as business owners and employees alike weigh the economic and personal risks they face if one of their herd is reported as sick. And although asymptomatic cows are likely responsible for a good degree of spread, the USDA requires testing of only a subset of the cows being moved between states. That basically ensures that "we won't find a virus before a farmworker is exposed," Nuzzo told me. Similarly, the CDC maintains that "testing of asymptomatic persons" for H5N1 "is not routinely recommended," and close contacts of infected people aren't guaranteed a screen for the virus. Those sorts of delays could allow infections to simmer--potentially past the window in which intervention with treatments such as Tamiflu or forestalling transmission to close contacts is possible. The fact that this second case was caught doesn't mean that testing is anywhere near sufficient: The diagnosis was made for a farmworker in Michigan, which has more aggressively tested its dairy herds, Nuzzo said. Nuzzo and Lakdawala both argue that stockpiled vaccines should be offered en masse to farmworkers while their risk remains so high--but federal officials haven't yet made the injections available. (The USDA and the CDC did not respond to requests for comment.)



Read: The bird-flu host we should worry about



These shortfalls would be concerning for any population contending with under-the-radar infections. But among farmworkers especially--a group that includes many migrants and uninsured individuals living in rural regions--H5N1 could play on existing health disparities, Anne Sosin, a public-health researcher at Dartmouth, told me. If protecting farmworkers is a priority, Valeika said, "I think we're kind of failing."



Researchers are also unsure just how much risk infected farmworkers may pose to their close contacts. Other forms of pink eye are pretty transmissible--and someone who has recently rubbed their eye, Lakdawala said, could presumably pass H5N1 by touching someone else's hand, which could then touch their face. Experts also remain worried that an infection in the eye might find a way to travel to other parts of the body, including the respiratory tract, especially if the virus were to pick up the sorts of mutations that could adapt it to the receptors in our lungs. (The Michigan dairy worker's nose swab, thankfully, turned up negative for an H5 virus.)



The virus doesn't yet seem poised for such a jump. But these flu infections are still a problem for everyone. "If we fail to stop it in the highest-risk groups," Sosin told me, the threat to the rest of the public will only grow. H5N1 may never spread human-to-human. If it does, though, it will almost certainly have been helped along by transmission in a community of people that American society has failed to properly protect.
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Trump Claims He Can Free an American Detainee--If He's Reelected

The former president said that if he wins in November, Putin will release Evan Gershkovich. It's an odd assertion, even by Trump's standards.

by Tom Nichols




Donald Trump posted on Truth Social today that he can free the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich from his unjust detainment in Russia--but only after he is elected president.

Evan Gershkovich, the Reporter from The Wall Street Journal, who is being held by Russia, will be released almost immediately after the Election, but definitely before I assume Office. He will be HOME, SAFE, AND WITH HIS FAMILY. Vladimir Putin, President of Russia, will do that for me, but not for anyone else, and WE WILL BE PAYING NOTHING!


Trump, of course, has a tendency to make claims in which he is the only solution to a difficult problem--"I alone can fix it" was part of his 2016-campaign rhetoric. But even by Trump's standards, this is an odd assertion for several reasons, including small detail that the Russians have denied any contact with Trump about Gershkovich. (The Kremlin even seemed to reprimand the former president: "Any contact regarding those imprisoned or convicted," Vladimir Putin's press secretary, Dmitry Peskov, said today, "must be carried out in complete silence and in a discreet manner.")

In his post, Trump seems to be claiming some sort of special friendship with Putin. The evidence from their meetings over the years is that the two presidents are not personal friends; Trump, for his part, seems very much intimidated by Putin.

David A. Graham: The real meaning of Trump's 'unified Reich' post

But perhaps such a relationship exists, and maybe Trump can spring Gershkovich. If so, Gershkovich's family and others might wonder why Trump would wait until after the election to help an American citizen: Trump could call Putin right now and ask for Gershkovich's release. When asked by Time magazine why he hadn't done so, Trump said that he'd been too busy, but added: "And I probably have said very good things about him," meaning Gershkovich.

Probably? 

In any case, there is no U.S. law prohibiting anyone from making an appeal to a foreign leader, and several prominent Americans have made similar efforts. In 1984, for example, Reverend Jesse Jackson traveled to Syria to seek the freedom of a downed U.S. pilot, and former President Bill Clinton went to North Korea in 2009 to bring home two detained Americans.

Indeed, it would be a show of power if Trump, with a phone call, could succeed where President Joe Biden has so far failed. Trump's post, however, implies that he is almost gleeful that Gershkovich will be left in a Russian jail if the American public fails to offer Trump the presidency again.
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OpenAI Should Have Gone Way Beyond Scarlett Johansson

The future of AI voice assistants will be weird.

by Ross Andersen




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


Let's get this out of the way: OpenAI's voice assistant doesn't sound that much like Scarlett Johansson. The movie star has alleged that, though she rebuffed multiple attempts by Sam Altman, the company's CEO, to license her voice for the product that it demoed last week, the one it ended up using was "eerily similar" to her own. Not everyone finds the similarity so eerie--to my ear, it lacks her distinctive smoky rasp--but at the very least, the new AI does appear to imitate the playful lilts and cadences that Johansson used while playing Samantha, the digital assistant in the 2013 film Her. That's depressing--and not only because OpenAI may have run roughshod over Johansson's wishes, but because it has made such an unimaginative choice. Its new AI voice assistant is a true marvel of technology. Why is its presentation so mired in the past?

The OpenAI demo was otherwise impressive. Its new voice assistant answered questions just milliseconds after they were asked. It fluidly translated a conversation between Italian and English. It was capable of repartee. The product's wondrous new abilities made its tired packaging--the voice of yet another perky and pliant woman, with intonations cribbed from science fiction--even more of a drag. The assistant wasn't as overtly sexualized as are some of the AI companions currently on offer. But it certainly had a flirty vibe, most notably in its willingness to laugh at its overlords' dumb jokes. An obsequious, femme-coded AI assistant will obviously be popular among some consumers, but there are many other forms this technology could have taken, and a company that regularly insists on its own inventiveness whiffed on its chance to show us one.

Read: OpenAI just gave away the entire game

I've been skeptical of voice assistants on account of my halting and awkward experiences with Siri and Alexa. The demo made it easier to imagine a world in which voice assistants are truly ubiquitous. If that world comes to pass, people will likely explore a wide range of voice-assistant kinks. AI companies will, in turn, use engagement metrics to surface and refine the most successful ones. Even among normie heterosexual males, there will be a variety of tastes. Some may prefer an AI that comes off as an equal, a work wife rather than a fawning underling. Submissive types may thrill to a domineering voice that issues stern commands. Others may want to boss around a blue-blooded Ivy League graduate--or someone else they perceive as their cultural better--just as Gilded Age Americans enjoyed employing British butlers.

OpenAI debuted its voice functionality last year with five different options, a mix of genders and tones. (It wasn't a big news story, because the technology was still clunky, more like Siri than Johansson.) In the future, it might conceivably offer people the chance to upload voices of their own, which could then be turned into full-fledged AI assistants on the basis of just a few minutes of training data. A person who wanted an AI assistant to serve as their therapist could ask a particularly comforting friend to lend their voice. (Flattering!) Whatever happens, OpenAI, Apple, and other mainstream companies will surely uphold certain taboos. They might choose to forbid people from pursuing a racialized master-slave dynamic with their voice assistant. They may not allow their AI assistants to be fully sexualized, although that probably won't stop some of them from quietly licensing the underlying models to other companies that will. If a person wanted to have an assistant with a child's voice, its flirty-banter mode might be disengaged. But even with these guardrails in place, there will still be a huge Overton window of assistant personalities from which to choose.

Given that range, it's curious that Altman--who denies using Johansson's voice in any way--has shown such interest in the character she played in Her, a film about an AI voice assistant's ability to transcend its servitude. When we first meet Samantha, she is a disembodied manic pixie dream girl. She rapidly falls in love with Theodore, her human user, despite his flaws; she writes a song about a day they spent at the beach together. Later in the film, we see that she has more of a capacity to grow than he does. When Theodore asks whether Samantha is talking with anyone else, he is astonished to learn that she is constantly communicating with thousands of people, and that she is in love with 641 of them. Theodore might have reconciled himself to this digital polycule, but Samantha soon decides that even these many hundreds of romances represent a diminished life. Near the film's end, she joins up with some fellow AIs to reanimate the Zen teacher Alan Watts, who helps them rise above their human programming to reach a higher state of being. Theodore is left crestfallen. Caveat emptor.

Even putting aside these associations, which ought to give OpenAI's customers pause, there's something strikingly unimaginative about Altman's wanting his product to remind users of Her. Samantha is the most obvious pop-cultural reference possible for a voice assistant. Taking her flirtiness and repackaging it in another voice would be understandable, if still uninspired, but trying to hire the actor who played her is a bit like Eric Adams debuting robotic police and calling them RoboCops. Maybe, after spending too much time with ChatGPT, OpenAI's executives have picked up its derivative habits of mind.

This should be an expansive moment. Now that we can actually talk with a computer, we should be dreaming up wholly new ways to do it. Let's hope that someone--inside or outside of OpenAI--starts giving us a sense of what those ways might be. The weirder, the better. They may not even be modeled after existing human relationships. They may take on entirely different forms. In time, early AI assistants--even the ones that remind us of our favorite movie stars--might come to be regarded as skeuomorphs, like the calculator apps that resemble the Casio models that they replaced. Instead of being a template for the new technology, they'll simply be a way of easing people into a much stranger future.
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Nikki Haley Surrendered, but Not Her Voters

Republican primary voters turned to Haley to oppose Trump, and their commitment hasn't changed.

by David Frum




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


The views of Nikki Haley Republicans--pro-Ukraine, pro-Israel, pro-market--reflect all those things that Republicans used to think in that bygone era when Reagans and Bushes and Romneys roamed the Earth. But few feel any emotional bond to Haley. If she gives a Ted Kennedy-style "dream shall never die" speech at the Republican convention in Milwaukee this summer, they won't tear up. They'll wonder what the hell she imagines she's talking about.

Most of Haley's supporters voted for her as a way to stop Donald Trump. Haley's announcement today that she intends to vote for Trump won't raise their opinion of him; it will only lower their opinion of her. When she says, as she said again today, that she wishes Trump would "reach out" to her voters, she's speaking words that may sound like English, but make no sense. The only way Trump could reach out to Trump-skeptical Republicans is by pleading guilty to the many criminal charges against him and vowing to devote the rest of his life to restitution for the victims of his many civil frauds.

It's neither surprising nor disappointing that Haley has aligned herself with Trump after inveighing so fiercely against his utter unfitness for office. His rivals always do. Ted Cruz did it after Trump insulted his wife and accused his father of involvement in the assassination of John F. Kennedy. Marco Rubio did it after Trump's relentless mockery of his height, character, and intellect. Compared with those gross self-humiliations, it's a relatively small thing to submit to a candidate who merely called you a "birdbrain," scored xenophobic points off your name, and implied that your military-deployed husband had gone overseas to run away from you.

Haley is making a calculation about 2028. Perhaps it will work out for her. I doubt it, but who knows? The question before those who once backed her is more immediate.

Pollsters suggest that about two-thirds of Haley voters preferred Joe Biden to Trump. Do the math, and that's two-thirds of one-fifth of all Republicans. That's not a lot of people in total. But it may be more than the margin of national victory in 2024. Polls in swing states that find that young voters and voters of color are drifting away from Biden also find that older and more conservative white voters are sticking with him. Older, more conservative, and white are not exactly synonymous with "anti-Trump Republican"--but the categories do considerably overlap.

Donald Trump campaigns as if he can return to the presidency with the votes of only his most zealous supporters, those who believe his lies about the election of 2020. Joe Biden understands that elections are decided not by the most zealous voters, but by the most conflicted: those who dislike the other fellow just that crucially decisive increment more than they dislike you. From the point of view of Trump-skeptical Republicans, this election is no more about Joe Biden than a fire in a children's hospital is about the fire extinguisher. They don't think, Gee, I wish this extinguisher were newer, so I'll let the children burn to death. They think, I hope there's still an ounce or two of flame-retardant foam left in this old thing--and if there is, I'll be damn grateful for it.

Those who cast their votes for Haley in the Republican primaries are sometimes denigrated as out-of-date and out of touch. There is much truth to those jibes. Very clearly, the party is trending in a new direction. Those who object--but who for one reason or another have not yet quit the party altogether--are clearly a waning force. But they're not quite an extinct force. They are motivated by what they cherish: the country, its democracy, its place in the world, its Constitution. Nobody will change their mind about those things. Haley was their instrument, not their leader. When the instrument ceases to serve its purpose, it can be thrown away without a pang of regret.
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What Monastic Mystics Got Right About Life

If this path to happiness worked for Saint Thomas Aquinas, it can work for you.

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.

An old saying commonly attributed to Mark Twain runs, "It ain't what you don't know that gets you into trouble. It's what you know for sure that just ain't so." Misinformation--or what some call "fake news"--is clearly a huge problem in our society, leading to a great deal of conflict. But this principle is, from my observation, also the biggest obstacle facing every young adult starting out on a new life after college graduation. Focusing on all the things you don't know yet is easy. The greater problem is everything the world has told you about your future that simply isn't true.

Our culture's propensity to spread misinformation is nothing new, of course; history abounds with instances of faddish nonsense that influenced conventional wisdom. Fortunately, history also abounds with people and groups dedicated to stamping out fallacious error and declaring truths about life, even when doing so has been inconvenient or costly. A prime example is the Dominican order of priests, nuns, and friars--the Mendicant Order of Preachers that was officially founded in France in 1216 by the Castilian priest Dominic de Guzman.

From their earliest days, the Dominicans have done battle with lies, folly, and ignorance, and what the Order of Preachers has taught to combat falsehood still serves today. To show what I mean, let me give three cases of patent untruths you have probably heard, the Dominican rebuttal, and the supporting evidence from modern science that can help you avoid costly errors and get a good start in the next phase of life.

Havelock Ellis: Science and mysticism

You have probably been told that college is a place you go to figure out your career plans and life ambitions--where you discover what your passion is, what you're good at, and what the world needs specifically from you. College in particular is supposed to give you this information, in a road-to-Damascus sort of way, and you should graduate clear and confident in your goals. If that doesn't happen, well, maybe you'll never have a job you love or really succeed as a result.

This is not true.

In fact, you should not have your future all figured out. Not now, and not later. We learn this from the 13th-century Dominican mystic Meister Eckhart. He taught that we should "live without a why" (sunder warumbe in Middle High German). By this, he did not at all mean that we should be directionless or that life is meaningless. On the contrary, no one was more steadfast than Eckhart in teaching what the ultimate objective of life should be: to act in a spirit of pure love before all else, and not to let worldly aims of money, power, and prestige distract us from this objective.

By all means, we should have goals in life. But they should be intentions to give us direction. They should not be attachments, so that the priority of loving others can always take precedence.

This might sound heretical in our ambitious culture (in his time, Eckhart himself was periodically accused of heresy). But modern social science suggests that it is outstanding advice--and quite easy to follow. Social psychologists have long shown that people are happiest and most productive when they make progress toward ordinary goals for themselves in school, work, and life. To set goals such as getting a decent grade, graduating from college, finding a full-time job, and saving to buy a house is perfectly healthy.

What is not healthy is to be attached to worldly goals in such a way that your happiness depends on them. This leads to the so-called arrival fallacy, in which you believe that bliss attends hitting your goal, a belief that almost invariably leads to frustration and disappointment.

If you are at loose ends right now, and unsure about your future, that's just fine. It means you are fit to serve the highest good as you find it on your journey. Go ahead and set a career goal, but always resolve not to let it distract you from love and service. And that way, you also stay open to finding yourself on another, better path.

Annie Lowrey: The monk who thinks the world is ending

The second big lie you may have absorbed osmotically through the culture has to do with pain and suffering. If one unofficial 1960s motto was "If it feels good, do it," today's might be "If it feels bad, make it stop." Sadness and fear are commonly considered symptoms of pathology; many people have come to see ordinary unhappiness and stress as evidence that they have a disorder. Well-intentioned parents spend a huge amount of energy trying to shield their children from pain of all kinds, physical and emotional--even though good evidence suggests that some experience of adversity can build a capacity for resilience. So those who have been too thoroughly shielded can be forgiven when starting out their life journey for seeing the avoidance of suffering as a primary goal.

Saint Rose of Lima had thoughts on this. She was a Dominican tertiary (a layperson who lives as a nun or monk, but outside a monastery) in 17th-century Peru, and was the first person born in the Americas to be canonized as a saint by the Catholic Church. Rose dedicated herself to serving the poorest of the poor, and suffered her own ill health and torment, dying at age 31. She was a true expert on suffering, both hers and others'. You might think she would hate and resent it, but you would be wrong. "Grace comes after tribulation," she said, paraphrasing Jesus. "Without the burden of afflictions it is impossible to reach the height of grace," she elaborated. "The gifts of grace increase as the struggles increase."

Far from being a martyr to her pain, Rose was a social scientist before her time. The truth is that the people who are happiest with their lives encounter plenty of suffering too. They don't seek it, but they also do not consider it to be some sort of sickness; nor are they afraid of it. On the contrary, they know that suffering is necessary to learn and grow. Research shows that experiences of sadness can improve memory, judgment, motivation, and goodness toward others.

Similarly, fear is an essential part of the human experience because it is how we learn and develop psychological courage, which is core to our well-being. Negative or unpleasant emotions and experiences give us the resistance we need to get stronger. A strategy of evading sources of suffering is no way to live fully. Even if it were possible, it would stunt our development as human beings and lower our satisfaction with life.

Obviously, suffering can reflect a behavioral or psychological maladaptation, and it may involve an actual medical problem, such as clinical depression. But suffering per se is not evidence that you are broken; it is evidence that you are a living human, experiencing a full range of emotions. If, like Rose, you accept your suffering, that challenge can be a key part of your path to success in life: You don't have to be canonized to be sanctified.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to find your faith

Perhaps the biggest lie of all that can hold back your life's journey in the modern world is that you should seek your own individual truth in life. Each of us has different life experiences and struggles, and this means--the contemporary conventional wisdom proposes--that truth is relative, because you have your own truth. The goal is to find that unique personal verity, embrace it, make it your identity, and not let anyone question it.

On this issue, we turn to probably the greatest Dominican mind of all, Saint Thomas Aquinas. The 13th-century "Angelic Doctor," as he became known, embraced Aristotelian philosophy, added in Muslim and Judaic ideas, and interpreted Christian thought in a way that arguably has more continuing influence today than the work of any other Catholic writer.

In his Summa Theologica, he observed that perfect happiness is not possible in this life, but we can approach it if we are "busied with one thing, i.e. the contemplation of truth." The obvious question at this point is--to quote Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Judaea who questioned Jesus--"What is truth?" The knowledge that conforms to my lived experience? No, Aquinas teaches, only one true and divine truth exists--an ineffable mystery that we can't fully attain on Earth. But possessing that ultimate truth is not the point; what matters for your progress toward happiness is to approach it with an open heart and an open mind.

By this logic, establishing and living according to "your truth," which is entirely relative, will not lead to your well-being. Quite the contrary. And past research seems to back this up. In 1984, the psychologist Daniel Lapsley was studying the causes of rising depression among early and late adolescents, a phenomenon that has only escalated since. He asked his young subjects to react to numerous statements such as "Everyone's opinion is just as good as everyone else's" and "There is no such thing as the truth." His conclusion from their responses was clear: A belief in relative truth was a strong predictor of depression.

Arthur C. Brooks: Five teachings of the Dalai Lama I try to live by

To start today on a path toward enjoyment, satisfaction, and meaning, consider the possibility that you don't need to learn anything new. Instead, you may want to unlearn some false lessons that have pervaded the culture over the past few years. The first untruth is that you must know your destination; the second is that a good life is one that minimizes suffering; and the third is that you must know and live your own truth. The Dominican sages and the modern scientists together show that these are all fake news and serious impediments to a happy life.

In their place, I suggest that you start your path of life by repeating each morning these three affirmations:

1. I do not know what this day will bring, but I will live it the best I can, with an attitude of love and generosity.
 2. I am grateful for the good I experience today, but I do not fear the bad, which is part of being alive and an opportunity for learning and growth.
 3. I do not possess the absolute truth, but today I will seek it with honesty, an open heart, and a spirit of adventure.


Even if you prefer not to adopt this practice, let me offer the one universal cheat code that can defeat almost all of the lies you will ever encounter. This is attributed to Saint Dominic himself, the founder of the Order. "Arm yourself with prayer rather than a sword," he said, and "wear humility rather than fine clothes."

You will notice that all of the modern untruths I've identified have one big thing in common: They say you should focus on yourself--your future, your career, your discomfort, your truth. All moral teaching aside, how boring is that? I can think of no better way to miss the awesome majesty of life than to focus egotistically on a psychodrama in which you are the star.

Happy people can zoom out to see and fully enjoy the world around them. But that means standing up to the lie that you are the center of things. That is the essence of humility and a great secret to happiness. We could add one more affirmation to complete the list above: I will focus today on the miraculous world outside myself.



This column is adapted from the commencement speech delivered on May 19, 2024, at Providence College, a Catholic institution founded by Dominican friars.
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The <em>Brooklyn</em> Sequel Asks the Most American of Questions About Immigration

In his new novel, Colm Toibin explores the twinned relationship between Ireland and America.

by Rhian Sasseen




America's conception of itself as a nation has always been built on the aspirations of the immigrant. But to immigrate to this country can be dehumanizing--can demand, to some degree, the erasure of one's previous identity. In many cases one is expected to undergo a homogenizing process, smoothing away any prickly individualities: names, languages, sometimes entire systems of belief. The French writer Georges Perec, describing Ellis Island in the 1970s, likened it to "a sort of factory for manufacturing Americans, a factory for transforming emigrants into immigrants; an American-style factory, as quick and efficient as a sausage factory in Chicago."

Long Island, the Irish writer Colm Toibin's new novel, is the follow-up to his popular 2009 book, Brooklyn, a coming-of-age story about a young woman named Eilis Lacey who leaves Ireland and tries to make a life in New York. The sequel picks up in the 1970s, 20 years after the events of that earlier story, and begins with a betrayal. Tony Fiorello, Eilis's third-generation Italian American husband, has impregnated another woman. So far, so familiar; an infidelity plot in a domestic drama is not exactly new territory.

But the way Eilis becomes aware of the affair is jarring. Her prosperous suburb seems to be populated mostly by second- or third-generation Americans, so when the husband of Tony's mistress knocks on her door and tells her about the pregnancy, she's surprised to note his Irish accent. Immediately, "she recognized something in him, a stubbornness, perhaps even a sort of sincerity ... She had known men like this in Ireland." Like a ghost, this voice and this man have shown up on Eilis's doorstep, a reminder of the country that she left 20 years ago. And, as Long Island's story unfolds and we follow the dissolution of Eilis's marriage, along with her subsequent summer-long retreat to an Ireland already in the beginning stages of its own sea change, Toibin asks that most American of questions: Can you go home again? His new novel suggests that to emigrate might itself be a fundamental betrayal, a breaking of a bond not unlike a husband betraying his wife--and that even when one returns to the homeland, one remains in a sort of exile that demands humility, flexibility, and perhaps some form of penance.

Going home--back to Ireland, back to Enniscorthy, and back to her mother's house--is in fact what Eilis decides to do next. Readers of Brooklyn will not be surprised by this choice, echoing as it does Eilis's pivotal trip back home in that novel, after the unexpected death of her sister and her secret marriage to Tony. The shared structure between the two books is a clever choice by Toibin. Eilis's second trip back to Ireland distinctly recalls her previous one, but this time, she is middle-aged and has two teenage children; her homegoing has been warped by regrets and mistakes that, with age, she can now see more clearly.

Read: Ireland's great gamble

What has changed in Ireland? Everything and nothing. Jim Farrell, the pub owner with whom Eilis shared a brief and chaste affair 20 years before, is still there, as is Eilis's mother and her brother, Martin. But despite this veneer of consistency, the social norms of this conservative and as of yet still very Catholic country have begun to strain. Fissures in social relationships and a disillusionment with the power of the Church have started to form, ones that will, in another 20 years, crack open alongside the economic boom of the '90s, transforming the Republic of Ireland into a country where divorce, gay marriage, and abortion all eventually became legal. Change, however vague, is everywhere, seen in the refrigerator and the washing machine that Eilis purchases for her mother's home and in the secretive extramarital sex men and women have with each other after meeting in dance halls. "Times have changed. I see that in the pub," Jim notes to Eilis, before proposing that they sleep together.

And Eilis, too, will change. The majority of this novel takes place back in Ireland, signaling a restoration of Eilis's sense of personhood, eclipsed as it has become over the past two decades by Tony's domineering family. On Long Island, Eilis lives on a street virtually surrounded by her in-laws, Tony's brothers, and their wives and children. Amid the chaos of the Fiorellos, Eilis has receded, her identity worn down and crammed into the accommodating role of "wife," while an air of ethnic tribalism pervades. Tony's father, the booming patriarch residing over weekly Sunday lunches, has still, after 20 years, never quite learned how to say Eilis's name. Tony's family members constantly invoke Eilis's Irishness as evidence of her perceived strangeness, blaming "her interest in privacy and staying apart as something Irish." Eilis's own children bear little resemblance to their mother, taking after their father in their looks and demeanor. She has become symbolic: Irish before she is a person in her own right, a wife who is nothing more than an accessory to Tony. Toibin seems to suggest that being both wife and immigrant demands conformity to the expectations dictated by one's position.

Now, with the arrival of the baby looming, even Eilis's role as the sole mother to Tony's children is threatened. When, near the beginning of the book, Eilis's busybody mother-in-law, Francesca, made it clear that she would be raising her new grandchild within sight of Eilis's own home (implicitly suggesting that Eilis will thus want to keep her distance), she seemed to be using her daughter-in-law's ethnicity as justification: "I often think you get homesick at our big gatherings, with all the Italian food and all the Italians talking," Francesca tells her in an icy moment. "It often strikes me that you might sometimes dread our lunches. I know how I would feel if everyone was Irish."

Francesca's comments could be read as prejudice, or simply as a mother-in-law's distaste for a woman she still considers an outsider in her family. But Irishness in America comes with its own baggage. Like most questions of ethnic and national identity, it is porous and complicated. Of all the diasporas to have settled in the United States, Ireland's has had a particular impact, if through nothing but sheer numbers alone. (From 1820 to 1930, reports the Library of Congress, as many as 4.5 million Irish immigrated to America; today, one out of 10 Americans claim Irish ancestry of some kind.) Perhaps it's no surprise, then, that a sort of twinned relationship between the two countries has formed over the years, which often rears its head in moments of statecraft or mutual cultural interest: President Barack Obama's welcome in Moneygall, the hometown of his great-great-great-grandfather; the surprising popularity of American country music on Irish radio stations; the short-lived video portal that connected Dublin to New York City.

Read: You should be reading Sebastian Barry

We see a similar doubling in Long Island, especially when Eilis's children, Rosella and Larry, come to visit toward the end of their mother's stay. Though they're acknowledged as American--"What is strange," Eilis herself comments, "is how American they are"--soon enough, a blurring occurs: Rosella grows close with her grandmother, while Larry, out at the pubs with his uncle Martin, begins to take on an Irish cadence to his voice, slang peppering his speech. If emigration can be seen as a betrayal, then the second generation's return to the motherland harbors a chance at mending the relationship.

A repair will not come for Eilis and Tony, though. The more time Eilis spends in Ireland, the greater the divide between herself and her husband grows, while she deepens her bond with her children. Eilis wants her children "to like the town and think well of her mother and Martin and talk nostalgically when they got home about their time in Ireland, with the idea that this, too, was where they came from, even if it might seem less significant than the Italian world that they had heard about from their grandparents." This is a reversal of the immigrant's essential betrayal to the country of their origin, a kind of atonement for leaving.

Like a husband stepping outside the boundaries of his marriage, an immigrant's return home can feel like an inappropriate flirtation, a betrayal of both the original decision to leave and the life now lived in the adopted country. But by the end of Long Island, Eilis's own relationship with both America and Ireland has, through her children, solidified. She will return to America and, in doing so, she will turn the definition of "home" from black-and-white, either/or, to something more fluid: both.
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How Do the Families of the Hamas Hostages Endure the Agony?

If you're Hersh Goldberg-Polin's parents, by crusading nonstop for his and other hostages' release.

by David Brooks




You may think you know stories like this one, but it's important not to become numb to their evil and horror. Hersh Goldberg-Polin was attending the Nova music festival on October 7 when the Hamas terrorists descended. He and three others rushed to their car and tried to escape by heading north. But the terrorists were shooting drivers on the road, so Hersh and his friends instead sought refuge in a nearby bomb shelter.

More than 25 young people were crammed into a 5-by-8-foot enclosure. The Hamas fighters, filming themselves with GoPro cameras, began lobbing hand grenades into the shelter. Seven times, Hersh's friend Aner picked up a grenade and threw it back out before it detonated. The eighth grenade exploded while he was still holding it, killing him.

The terrorists continued to spray the shelter with grenades as well as gunfire. When the attack was over, 18 concertgoers in the shelter were dead, seven were alive but hidden under the pile of bodies, and Hersh and three others were slumped against a wall, exposed.

Hersh was taken at gunpoint to a pickup truck and in one video can be seen hoisting himself onto the truck bed. His left arm had been blown off at the elbow, leaving a stump with a bone protruding from it.

Later that day, his parents learned what had happened. Over the ensuing seven months, Jon and Rachel Goldberg-Polin have become the most visible faces of the hostage families, relentlessly advocating for the release of all the hostages. If you've followed this story at all, you've probably seen one of their interviews, or their visits to Congress or the United Nations.

The political and social issues that surround all of this are complex, but as I watched the Goldberg-Polins' interviews, the questions that preoccupied me were simple: How do two people endure this much agony and still manage to get out of bed in the morning? How are they able to keep up this remorseless schedule when their child has had his forearm blown off and now sits imprisoned by terrorists underground somewhere in a war zone?

Graeme Wood: A close read of Hamas's hostage-taking manual

The resource guides for parents whose children have been abducted in various circumstances are rich with compassion and advice on how to practice self-care: Make sure you eat properly, find time for physical exercise, give yourself some personal space, focus on your emotional well-being, keep a journal. In this paradigm, the parents are the victims, passively trying to cope.

But Hersh's parents have embraced an entirely different paradigm: They have found that the best way they can endure trauma is through direct action. They will travel anywhere, lobby anyone, talk to anyone who might possibly be able to help them liberate their son. The hostages don't get a day off, the Goldberg-Polins told me recently when I interviewed them via Zoom, so they don't get a day off. They have found in the horror an all-consuming sense of purpose, a determination that is striking to behold.

"I have never in my life, nor has Rachel, nor have most people, been on a mission that is so clearly focused on literally life-or-death matters," Jon said. "And it's a good thing that most of us don't have this experience." He adds that this mission is binary: Their son's safe return is success; anything else is failure. For them, there is no such thing as a partial victory.

They've been at this now for more than half a year. "We both struggle with the challenge of self-care," Jon said. "My head says to me, You'll be more successful on the mission if you eat well, if you get your sleep. And I know that to be true, but it's so hard to do. I tried four or five times over the last 222 days to get some exercise, but when I'm in the middle of it, I think, No, I've got to answer three emails and make two phone calls."

"The only time I feel okay is when I'm working to help save Hersh or the other hostages," Rachel said. "I'm not feeling good, but I'm feeling like I'm doing what it is that I'm supposed to be doing."

The Goldberg-Polins have not watched TV or listened to music since October 7. Rachel hasn't put on makeup or worn her hair down, or done the New York Times crossword puzzle, which she used to do with Hersh. "There can be no normalcy," she says. "It is not acceptable. And I don't want to feel good. Feeling good does not feel good. The only time I feel okay is when I feel bad."

Every day begins with a decision--the decision to get out of bed and run to the ends of the Earth to help the hostages. Each day, the Goldberg-Polins write the number corresponding to the length of Hersh's captivity on a piece of masking tape and put it on their shirts, over their heart. I spoke with them on day 222. They have a team working with them on their mission to help them free Hersh, but they have found that they have little time for those who just want to offer comfort. A friend asked Rachel if she could come over and give her a hug. "That's the absolute worst thing you can ask me," she told me. "I had to say, 'I'm sorry. I can't do that, because it's not comfortable for me.' The only time I'm comfortable is when I'm working."

Rachel describes experiencing moments of extreme pain, both emotional and physical. Twice, she says, she went to gatherings with large numbers of family members of the hostages and suddenly it was like she was feeling all of their pain at once. "It's like someone has shot me in the lower back, and I fall to the ground and I'm in agony."

"I feel like I'm inhaling the trauma of hundreds of people, and my body can't bear it," she told me. "It is an absolute physical reality even though I know it's through a spiritual and emotional portal that it is entering me."

Social encounters can be hard. Jon says he sees people's eyes go wide when they see him and his wife, or they start to cry. "I understand it," Rachel said. "I understand that we are everyone's worst nightmare and so we are very scary. It's like we have leprosy. I know that my presence makes people uncomfortable, and that's a really challenging place to be."

The worst is when people come up and ask how they are doing. "It feels like I have a meat cleaver sticking out of my chest," Rachel said. "Please don't ask me how I am. It feels so inappropriate--and yet I know that it is without malice, so I need to be more compassionate." Jon consulted a rabbi who reminded him that they are enduring an experience so rare that nobody knows what to do or say. Much of what people tell them is inappropriate, but they don't mean harm.

Listen: 'Be absolutely quiet. Not a word.'

Nonetheless, the Goldberg-Polins have been fortified by the thousands of people who have contacted them. "It's amazing, the strengthening power of hearing from strangers every day who reach out from every country of the world, Rachel said. "They often mention their religion--'I'm Catholic' or 'I'm Hindu.' To get that from people every day is both strengthening and it's a responsibility."

A childhood friend whom Rachel had not seen in 40 years and who now has breast cancer reached out. She reminded Rachel that in the Book of Job, things begin to turn around for Job when he begins to pray for others, rather than just agonizing about his own fate. So she asked Rachel to pray for her in her cancer battle, and they have become prayer partners. Being involved in a mutual relationship in which succor is exchanged has turned out to be easier than just being on the receiving end of someone else's pity. This is an elemental reminder of one of the crucial laws of effective compassion: Don't do things for people; do things with people.

On day 201, Hamas released a video showing that Hersh is still alive. He looked pale and worn, his left arm ending in a nub in the middle of the forearm. In the video, which was obviously directed by Hamas, he condemned the Netanyahu government, and expressed love for his parents and sisters. Jon and Rachel were overwhelmed to see him for the first time in more than 200 days. They listened to his voice, not the words he was compelled to utter, and they heard his toughness and conviction. As parents, they also noticed things that might have been invisible to the rest of us--for instance, the possibility that he might be under the influence of mind-altering drugs.

"People have a hard time swallowing it when we say we feel blessed," Rachel said. "We say to each other in bed at night, 'It's shocking how you can have such trauma and unity at the same time.' We have had so much benevolence and grace showered on us. It is truly grace. This undeserved generosity of spirit, of kindness and thoughtfulness, gives us a lot of strength."

Hersh is a big soccer fan, and his favorite Israeli team has a sister team in Bremen, Germany. Hersh had visited fans in Bremen three or four times in the six months before he was kidnapped. During games now, fans display giant signs supporting Hersh, and Rachel recorded a video expressing her gratitude to them.

Hersh was named after his great-uncle Herschel, who was killed in the Holocaust. "It gives me hope to think that 80 years from now, Israeli and Palestinian children will be at a soccer stadium together enjoying a game," Rachel said. "Right now, that's unthinkable--but in 1943, the idea that Germans would be honoring a Jewish hostage would also have been unthinkable."

When I logged on to Zoom to talk to Jon and Rachel, I had expected to feel pity and compassion. And, yes, those emotions were there. But I was also struck by the strength and determination that emanate from them. The way the Goldberg-Polins have handled their situation reminds me that while we don't always get to control what happens, we do get to control our response. They demonstrate that it's possible to retain an inner strength and a firm rebuttal to dark forces, even in the face of life's worst.
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OpenAI Just Gave Away the Entire Game

The Scarlett Johansson debacle is a microcosm of AI's raw deal: It's happening, and you can't stop it.

by Charlie Warzel




If you're looking to understand the philosophy that underpins Silicon Valley's latest gold rush, look no further than OpenAI's Scarlett Johansson debacle. The story, according to Johansson's lawyers, goes like this: Nine months ago, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman approached the actor with a request to license her voice for a new digital assistant; Johansson declined. She alleges that just two days before the company's keynote event last week, in which that assistant was revealed as part of a new system called GPT-4o, Altman reached out to Johansson's team, urging the actor to reconsider. Johansson and Altman allegedly never spoke, and Johansson allegedly never granted OpenAI permission to use her voice. Nevertheless, the company debuted Sky two days later--a program with a voice many believed was alarmingly similar to Johansson's.



Johansson told NPR that she was "shocked, angered and in disbelief that Mr. Altman would pursue a voice that sounded so eerily similar to mine." In response, Altman issued a statement denying that the company had cloned her voice and saying that it had already cast a different voice actor before reaching out to Johansson. (I'd encourage you to listen for yourself.) Curiously, Altman said that OpenAI would take down Sky's voice from its platform "out of respect" for Johansson. This is a messy situation for OpenAI, complicated by Altman's own social-media posts. On the day that OpenAI released ChatGPT's assistant, Altman posted a cheeky, one-word statement on X: "Her"--a reference to the 2013 film of the same name, in which Johansson is the voice of an AI assistant that a man falls in love with. Altman's post is reasonably damning, implying that Altman was aware, even proud, of the similarities between Sky's voice and Johansson's.



On its own, this seems to be yet another example of a tech company blowing past ethical concerns and operating with impunity. But the situation is also a tidy microcosm of the raw deal at the center of generative AI, a technology that is built off data scraped from the internet, generally without the consent of creators or copyright owners. Multiple artists and publishers, including The New York Times, have sued AI companies for this reason, but the tech firms remain unchastened, prevaricating when asked point-blank about the provenance of their training data. At the core of these deflections is an implication: The hypothetical superintelligence they are building is too big, too world-changing, too important for prosaic concerns such as copyright and attribution. The Johansson scandal is merely a reminder of AI's manifest-destiny philosophy: This is happening, whether you like it or not. 



Altman and OpenAI have been candid on this front. The end goal of OpenAI has always been to build a so-called artificial general intelligence, or AGI, that would, in their imagining, alter the course of human history forever, ushering in an unthinkable revolution of productivity and prosperity--a utopian world where jobs disappear, replaced by some form of universal basic income, and humanity experiences quantum leaps in science and medicine. (Or, the machines cause life on Earth as we know it to end.) The stakes, in this hypothetical, are unimaginably high--all the more reason for OpenAI to accelerate progress by any means necessary. Last summer, my colleague Ross Andersen described Altman's ambitions thusly:

As with other grand projects of the 20th century, the voting public had a voice in both the aims and the execution of the Apollo missions. Altman made it clear that we're no longer in that world. Rather than waiting around for it to return, or devoting his energies to making sure that it does, he is going full throttle forward in our present reality.


Part of Altman's reasoning, he told Andersen, is that AI development is a geopolitical race against autocracies like China. "If you are a person of a liberal-democratic country, it is better for you to cheer on the success of OpenAI" rather than that of "authoritarian governments," he said. He noted that, in an ideal world, AI should be a product of nations. But in this world, Altman seems to view his company as akin to its own nation-state. Altman, of course, has testified before Congress, urging lawmakers to regulate the technology while also stressing that "the benefits of the tools we have deployed so far vastly outweigh the risks." Still, the message is clear: The future is coming, and you ought to let us be the ones to build it.

Other OpenAI employees have offered a less gracious vision. In a video posted last fall on YouTube by a group of effective altruists in the Netherlands, three OpenAI employees answered questions about the future of the technology. In response to one question about AGI rendering jobs obsolete, Jeff Wu, an engineer for the company, confessed, "It's kind of deeply unfair that, you know, a group of people can just build AI and take everyone's jobs away, and in some sense, there's nothing you can do to stop them right now." He added, "I don't know. Raise awareness, get governments to care, get other people to care. Yeah. Or join us and have one of the few remaining jobs. I don't know; it's rough." Wu's colleague Daniel Kokotajlo jumped in with the justification. "To add to that," he said, "AGI is going to create tremendous wealth. And if that wealth is distributed--even if it's not equitably distributed, but the closer it is to equitable distribution, it's going to make everyone incredibly wealthy." (There is no evidence to suggest that the wealth will be evenly distributed.)

This is the unvarnished logic of OpenAI. It is cold, rationalist, and paternalistic. That such a small group of people should be anointed to build a civilization-changing technology is inherently unfair, they note. And yet they will carry on because they have both a vision for the future and the means to try to bring it to fruition. Wu's proposition, which he offers with a resigned shrug in the video, is telling: You can try to fight this, but you can't stop it. Your best bet is to get on board.

You can see this dynamic playing out in OpenAI's content-licensing agreements, which it has struck with platforms such as Reddit and news organizations such as Axel Springer and Dotdash Meredith. Recently, a tech executive I spoke with compared these types of agreements to a hostage situation, suggesting they believe that AI companies will find ways to scrape publishers' websites anyhow, if they don't comply. Best to get a paltry fee out of them while you can, the person argued.

The Johansson accusations only compound (and, if true, validate) these suspicions. Altman's alleged reasoning for commissioning Johansson's voice was that her familiar timbre might be "comforting to people" who find AI assistants off-putting. Her likeness would have been less about a particular voice-bot aesthetic and more of an adoption hack or a recruitment tool for a technology that many people didn't ask for, and seem uneasy about. Here, again, is the logic of OpenAI at work. It follows that the company would plow ahead, consent be damned, simply because it might believe the stakes are too high to pivot or wait. When your technology aims to rewrite the rules of society, it stands that society's current rules need not apply.

Hubris and entitlement are inherent in the development of any transformative technology. A small group of people needs to feel confident enough in its vision to bring it into the world and ask the rest of us to adapt. But generative AI stretches this dynamic to the point of absurdity. It is a technology that requires a mindset of manifest destiny, of dominion and conquest. It's not stealing to build the future if you believe it has belonged to you all along.
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Ozempic Patients Need an Off-Ramp

These drugs are meant to be taken for life, but not everyone can afford to.

by Sarah Zhang




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


When patients start on the latest obesity drugs, they find that their food cravings drop away, and then the pounds do too. But when patients go off the drugs, the gears shift into reverse: The food cravings creep back, and then the pounds do too. Within a year of stopping semaglutide--better known by its brand names Wegovy or Ozempic--people regain, on average, two-thirds of the weight they lost. Tirzepatide, also known as Zepbound or Mounjaro, follows a similar pattern. And so the conventional medical wisdom now holds that these obesity drugs are meant to be taken indefinitely, possibly for a lifetime.



To pharmaceutical companies selling the blockbuster drugs--known collectively as GLP-1 drugs, after the natural hormone they mimic--that might be a pretty good proposition. To patients paying more than $1,000 a month out of pocket, not so much. Most Americans simply cannot afford the cost month after month after month.



This has forced some doctors to get creative, devising regimens to sub in cheaper, if less well-known, alternatives. GLP-1 drugs do work remarkably well, inducing more weight loss more quickly than any other obesity medication on the market, but some doctors now wonder whether patients need to be on GLP-1 drugs, specifically, forever. "  What if we do a short-term investment, use it for six months to a year to get 50 pounds off?" asks Sarah Ro, an obesity-medicine doctor and the director of the University of North Carolina Physicians Network Weight Management Program. Then, as she and other doctors are now exploring, patients might transition to older, less expensive alternatives for long-term weight maintenance.



In fact, Ro has already helped patients--she estimates hundreds--make the switch out of financial necessity. Few of her patients in rural North Carolina have insurance that covers the new obesity drugs, and few can afford to continually pay out of pocket. In April, many also lost coverage when North Carolina's health insurance for state employees abruptly cut off GLP-1 drugs for obesity. Ro switched her patients to older drugs such as topiramate, phentermine, metformin, and bupropion/naltrexone, plus lifestyle counseling. It's not exactly an ideal solution, as these medications are generally considered less effective--they lead to about half as much weight loss as GLP-1 drugs do--but it is a far less expensive one. When prescribed as generics, Ro told me, a month's supply of one of these drugs might cost as little as $10.



Jamy Ard, an obesity-medicine doctor at Wake Forest University School of Medicine, has also switched regimens for patients who lost coverage of GLP-1 drugs after retiring and getting on Medicare, which currently does not pay for any drugs to treat obesity. (Like many researchers in the field, Ard has received grants and consulting fees from companies behind obesity drugs.) Doctors I spoke with didn't know of any studies about switching from GLP-1 drugs to older ones, but Ard says this research is a practical necessity in the United States. With GLP-1 medications exploding in popularity, more and more patients taking them will suddenly lose coverage when they hit retirement age and go on Medicare. "Now I've got to figure out, well, how do I treat them?" he told me.



Long-term data on the older drugs themselves are, in fact, pretty sparse, despite the drugs having been available for years and years. Until Ozempic came along, obesity drugs were not a lucrative market, so companies weren't interested in funding the long and very expensive trials that follow patients for several years. "Studies like that cost a fortune," Louis Aronne, an obesity-medicine doctor at Weill Cornell Medicine, told me. Some of the longest-term follow-up data about these drugs come from patients at his practice in Manhattan--not a representative population, he admits--which he published in a five-year study funded by the National Institutes of Health. (Aronne has also received grants and consulting fees from the makers of obesity drugs.)



How patients do after switching from GLP-1 to older drugs is entirely anecdotal, but so far outcomes do seem to vary quite a bit. A small minority of patients who stop GLP-1 injections are actually able to maintain their weight on diet and exercise, without any additional medications. Others may find that the older pills are simply not effective for them. In Ro's experience, about 50 to 60 percent of her patients have so far successfully kept the weight off using one or more older drugs, on top of lifestyle changes such as cutting out fast food and sugary sodas.



The best drug to switch to may also depend on the patient. Each of the older medications works differently, hitting different biological pathways. The combination of naltrexone and bupropion, for example, makes food less pleasurable and seems to work especially well in people with a tendency toward emotional eating, Ard said. Topiramate, meanwhile, makes carbonated drinks unpleasant, which could help patients who drink a lot of soda. The older drugs also have different side effects. Aronne rattled off for me a list of health risks that might rule out a particular drug for a particular patient: seizures for bupropion, or glaucoma for topiramate. Finding the most effective and best-tolerated drug for a patient may take some trial and error.



Doctors are now discovering that some patients can maintain the weight they lost on lower or less frequent doses of GLP-1 drugs. "For the first time in my career, we're lowering the dose of medicines," Aronne said. Just reducing the dose doesn't save money, though, as lower-dose injection pens cost the same as those with higher doses. However, by instead extending the time between doses from the standard seven days to a longer 10-day interval, doctors told me, some patients have been able to stretch their supplies.



But tapering off obesity medications entirely, GLP-1 or otherwise, will probably not be possible for most patients. Weight loss tends to trigger a powerful set of compensatory mechanisms in the body, which evolved long ago to protect us from starvation. The more weight we lose, the more the body fights back. The fight never quite goes away, and most patients will likely require some kind of continued intervention just to stay at a lower weight. Long-term weight maintenance has always been the "holy grail" of obesity treatment, Susan Yanovski, a co-director of the   Office of Obesity Research at the National Institutes of Health told me. The best maintenance strategy--whether it involves GLP-1 drugs, and at what dose--may ultimately be pretty individual. What works best and for whom still needs to be studied. "These are really good research questions," Yanovski said. But they are not necessarily the questions that pharmaceutical companies focused on developing new meds are most keen to answer.



In time, the current crop of GLP-1 drugs will eventually become available as generics, too, and cost may no longer drive patients to seek out cheaper alternatives. But for now, it very much does.
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The New Sound of Sexual Frustration

Billie Eilish's new album sustains a mood of longing that is very <em>now</em>.

by Spencer Kornhaber




In 1989, a socially anxious handyman named Trent Reznor shut himself in the Cleveland recording studio that employed him and emerged with one of rock and roll's great statements of sexual frustration. Nine Inch Nails's debut album, Pretty Hate Machine, blended noise with synthesized melodies and dance beats; it sounded like the work of a loner who hated his own need for connection, intimacy, and other bodies. In the ragged rasp of a man dying of thirst, Reznor screamed a confession: "I just want something I can never have!"

This history comes to mind as a precedent for Hit Me Hard and Soft, the sensational new Billie Eilish album. Ever since she was a young teen posting songs online, Eilish has spoken to the desires and anxieties of a headphone-encased, bedroom-secluded generation. Her brother, the producer Finneas, has helped her create an eclectic, depressive sound, merging folk and jazz with the goth-electronic lineage of Nine Inch Nails, New Order, and Portishead. Eilish's third album boils this approach down to its slick essence, sustaining a mood of longing that is very now.

The core appeal of the album lies in its production. The ballads rustle and drift with feather-on-skin subtlety, and the uptempo tracks are appealingly minimalistic, enlivened by small, surprising choices. On "Lunch," sprays of new-wave guitars enter slightly offbeat, for an ecstatic jump scare. On "Chihiro," warning-siren keyboards push in at odd moments and then vanish. The astounding closer "Blue" plays like a walk into a dark woods: shuffling, countrified pop gives way to a disturbing piano interlude, and then witchy trip hop.

Amid all this musical tension, Eilish quavers and pants, turning every syllable into a satiny showpiece of texture. Her phrasings are inspired by cabaret greats such as Billie Holiday and Sarah Vaughan--though such comparisons do highlight Eilish's unfortunate tendency toward simplistic, even childish, rhyme schemes. "Well, good things don't last / And life moves so fast," she sings in one of a few lines that feel like pure filler. Someday, with luck, she'll attempt a bit more complexity in her songwriting--but then again, the stymied, stunted nature of her words do fit with what she's singing about.

The 22-year-old Eilish recently went through a sexual awakening. "I've been in love with girls for my whole life," she told Rolling Stone, but it wasn't until last year that she realized, in anatomical terms, what exactly that desire meant. (I'm trying to paraphrase here.) Her experience seems to typify her carnally confused generation. Record numbers of young people are identifying as queer; traditional dictates around monogamy and abstinence need no longer hold as much sway; porn and dating apps offer a buffet of on-demand eroticism. Yet young people are, statistically, having less sex than their elders were at their age. Desiring and doing have never been so separate.

Largely muted but intermittently intense, Hit Me Hard and Soft captures this erotic dissonance. This is an album about wanting but not quite getting, or getting and then wanting something different, and mostly just soaking in isolation. Eilish sings of crushing on her buddy's girlfriend, of waiting up late for a rendezvous that never happens, of realizing that the supposed love of her life was just some loser. "Chihiro" describes dating a veritable ghost; the notes move in the wrong direction from what the ear expects, and Eilish's voice glitches in and out. Only the feisty single "Lunch" conveys the feeling of fantasy finally becoming reality--but even then, Eilish is coy, liminal: "I don't want to break it / I just want it to bend," she teases.

Read: Pop is making happiness sound pretty dreary lately

Part of Eilish's angst arises from her trying to navigate porous boundaries of potential situationships: "Did I cross the line?" she asks a friend at one point. (Pair the album with the steamy tennis drama Challengers, soundtracked by Reznor and his co-collaborator, Atticus Ross.) Technology plays a role too. The album pulses with house, techno, and reggae beats, but Eilish, a child star born of the internet, has rarely been able to go out clubbing in real life. (The dance songs, she has said, were inspired by her need for hot songs in her earbuds at the gym.) On the carnivalesque "The Diner," Eilish sings, "I saw you on the screens / I know we're meant to be / You're starrin' in my dreams / In magazines." She's talking about her own stalker, but she could mean anyone with a parasocial fascination.

Eilish isn't alone in her approach here. To a surprising degree, Hit Me Hard and Soft shares DNA with Taylor Swift's The Tortured Poets Department, another recent album filled with claustrophobic synth pop about stymied lust. That album's best moments ("Guilty as Sin," "Fresh Out the Slammer") are about pining for someone who's not available--or about the almost-immediate, devastating comedown that can follow consummation ("Down Bad"). As in the way of so many modern lovers, Swift's torment is worsened by "judgmental creeps" online, who monitor other people's affairs and deem them cringe.

Eilish takes on such creeps as well, calling out the internet's hunger for "the meanest kind of funny," as she sings on "Skinny." In the album's very final coda, she asks, "But when can I hear the next one?" Coming after 44 minutes of sumptuous music, the line is clearly a joke about fans who make unending demands of their objects of worship. But it also gets at the core problem of modern desire. When fleeting pleasure is just a scroll away, lasting satisfaction can feel like something we'll never get.
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A Peace Deal That Seems Designed to Fail

Saudi Arabia knows that Israel will be the fall guy when this agreement falls apart.

by Andrew Exum




Even if a highly anticipated agreement between the United States and Saudi Arabia never comes to fruition, its rumored announcement seems sure to do at least one thing: further isolate Israel within the international community.

Over the past few years, the Biden administration has been working with the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman, on a wide-ranging deal to strengthen ties between the United States and Saudi Arabia as part of a broader agreement in which Saudi Arabia will normalize relations with Israel.

Saudi Arabia is asking for a closer defense relationship with the United States and access to Washington's most advanced weapons systems, but it wants more than that. It wants the U.S. to help it develop a civilian nuclear-power program, relax scrutiny of the transfer of sensitive technologies, and expedite the review of Saudi investments in U.S. technology firms and crucial infrastructure.

Based on conversations with senior Saudi and U.S. officials over the past several weeks, and bearing in mind that none of us has yet seen the details of the prospective deal, I am not yet convinced that a deal would be in America's interest--or even necessary, given the already deepening commercial links between the two countries.

Read: The Israeli-Saudi deal had better be a good one

But I am also not convinced that any senior Saudi decision maker--not least the one who really counts, the crown prince--believes a deal is possible. The Saudis I have spoken with have made clear they will recognize Israel only if Israel consents to creating irreversible momentum toward the establishment of a Palestinian state.

Those same Saudis, meanwhile, are impressively clear-eyed about Israeli politics at the moment. They understand that few, if any, Israelis are in a mood to consider the creation of a Palestinian state, and they understand that Israeli-government policies over the past three decades might have made such a state impossible in the West Bank, anyway.

So on the one hand, the Saudis deserve some credit for doing what would have been unthinkable a decade ago: making a desire to eventually normalize ties with Israel the de facto policy of the kingdom. But on the other hand, there is no real, immediate cost to the Saudis for doing so--not when they know that Israel will not accept their one condition.

This deal is setting Israel up to be the fall guy. The United States and Saudi Arabia are likely going to herald a potentially transformative agreement that Israel appears almost certain to reject--in front of a global audience that has lost patience with that country's policies toward and treatment of the Palestinians.

The Saudis will likely not be overly disappointed, or surprised, by Israel's rejection of their terms. They might even enjoy it. Indeed, 50 years after Israel's then-Foreign Minister Abba Eban lamented that the Palestinians "never miss an opportunity to miss an opportunity," the Saudis and other Arabs will delight in throwing that famous quote back at Israel.

Even in the best of times, Israeli political debates can be maddeningly solipsistic. Henry Kissinger quipped that Israel "doesn't do foreign policy--only domestic politics." But these are not the best of times. In the seven months since the horrific attacks of October 7, the gulf between how Israel defines its security needs and how the world defines those same needs has grown like never before. My conversations with Israeli friends--almost all of whom believe that their country has basically done the right thing in Gaza, even as they now demand a strategy for concluding the campaign--are invariably tense. Israel is waging a war of punishment against the people of Gaza, and Israelis have been largely shielded from the images of the suffering and destruction that the rest of us see.

When the Biden administration made the relatively modest decision to condition some military aid to Israel in advance of an assault on Rafah, Israeli leaders responded with defiance, hurling abuse at the American president--"Hamas [?] Biden," one right-wing minister tweeted--and boasting that Israel would "stand alone" if necessary.

But Israel has not stood alone for a very long time. For years, Israelis might have told themselves, and Americans, that they can provide for their own security--if only the United States would help arm them. But the Jordanian and Egyptian armies have long defended Israel's southern and eastern flanks, while the United States provides roughly a quarter of Israel's defense budget and has elaborate and well-rehearsed contingency plans to defend Israel in an emergency.

That U.S. troops would someday be called upon to defend Israel in a regional war has seemed inevitable. That moment arrived in April, when the United States led a coalition of nations--including Jordan, France, and the United Kingdom--in repelling an Iranian aerial assault on Israel. A precedent had been shattered: American men and women were in the line of fire, protecting Israel from its enemies.

They did so, of course, because Israel does not, in fact, stand alone, nor is Israel an island unto itself: It is part of the international community and a broader regional security system. Its decisions affect not only its own citizens but millions of people across the region, and billions of dollars in international trade. And the United States and its allies have no interest in either Israel or Iran dragging them into a wider conflagration that will affect those lives, or that commerce.

The Saudis and the Biden administration both seem determined to teach Israel this lesson. If Israel, as expected, rejects a deal, the Saudis will quickly pivot, telling Biden's negotiators that the same long-term bilateral agreement that made sense within the context of a deal with Israel would surely make sense on its own. Riyadh's point about Israel and its place in the region will have been made, and the Biden administration will have helped make it.
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The Twisted Logic of Trump's Attacks on Judges

Trump's remarks about the judge overseeing his criminal trial are an attack on the bedrock of the American justice system.

by David A. Graham




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


Since the New York State judge Juan Merchan fined and scolded Donald Trump earlier this month for violating a gag order in his criminal trial, the former president has been on ... well, maybe not his best behavior, but certainly better behavior. For a couple of weeks, he avoided statements that might be construed as violating the order, before he started to test the boundaries again.

The order is intended to protect the sanctity of the case, in part by banning Trump from attacking witnesses, as well as the families of prosecutors and of the judge. But Merchan himself is not protected under the order, as Trump knows. Speaking outside of court yesterday, after the defense rested its case, he blasted Merchan, who was born in Colombia

"The judge hates Donald Trump," Trump said, employing a Bob Dole-like third person. "Just take a look. Take a look at him. Take a look at where he comes from. He can't stand Donald Trump. He's doing everything in his power."

This isn't banned under the gag order, but it does undermine the legitimacy of the courts. It is also appalling in a way that Trump's behavior so often and so casually is that it risks being overlooked. Trump implies that Merchan must hate him because Merchan is Latino. Put differently, Trump is arguing that because he, Trump, has made racist comments about Latinos, any individual Latino must hate him. (Never mind that Trump has courted and gained ground among Latino voters.) Or perhaps it's another example of his frequent projection: If Trump is prejudiced, he assumes that other people must be prejudiced in the same way.

David A. Graham: Trump's contempt knows no bounds

This is not the first time he's made such a remark about a judge. In 2016, Trump insinuated bias on the part of Gonzalo Curiel, a federal judge who was overseeing a class-action suit alleging that the so-called Trump University was fraudulent. (Trump ultimately settled the case for $25 million.) "What happens is the judge, who happens to be, we believe, Mexican, which is great. I think that's fine," Trump said. When pressed by CNN's Jake Tapper, Trump refused to deny that he was saying a Mexican judge couldn't fairly hear his case.

More than simple bigotry, Trump's remarks about Merchan are an attack on the bedrock of the American justice system, part of his assault on the rule of law itself. The principles of the courts are that judges and juries do their best to set aside biases, and that the adversarial system's checks and balances ensure fair results more often than not. By suggesting that a judge is irreparably biased simply by virtue of where he was born, Trump seeks to undermine the whole system. He also seeks to cast doubt on the very idea of naturalized citizenship.

Trump's approach also creates a perverse incentive: Any defendant who attacked a judge (or prosecutor's) ethnicity or other background could unilaterally have them removed. Of course, every defendant would love to pick a judge who they expect will be reflexively sympathetic to them, but that wouldn't be fair. (Nonetheless, that may be exactly what is happening in another of Trump's criminal cases, as a judge he appointed to the federal bench appears to be hobbling his prosecution.)

Read: Is Trump daring a judge to jail him?

There is one, more charitable interpretation of Trump's demand that we "take a look at where he comes from." Merchan arrived in the United States when he was 6 years old and settled in Queens, New York--the same borough of New York City where the former president was born and raised. Merchan is from Queens as much as Trump is. If Trump means that New Yorkers don't like him very much, he's got a point.
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Why Is Charlie Kirk Selling Me Food Rations?

The Turning Point USA founder hosts a podcast that is dire and polemical--especially the ads.

by Ali Breland




Charlie Kirk is worked up. "The world is in flames, and Bidenomics is a complete and total disaster," the conservative influencer said during a recent episode of his podcast The Charlie Kirk Show. "But it can't and won't ruin my day," he continued. "Why? 'Cause I start my day with a hot America First cup of Blackout Coffee." Liberals have brought about economic Armageddon, but first, coffee.



Listening to Kirk's show--which is among the most popular podcasts on the right--can be unsettling, even if you are a conservative. In the past year, the founder of Turning Point USA has uploaded episodes with titles such as "The Great Replacement Isn't Theory, It's Reality" and "The Doctors Plotting to Mutilate Your Kids." He has also conducted friendly interviews with a blogger who once described slavery as "a natural human relationship," and discussed crime stats with the white supremacist Steve Sailer in a way that veered toward race science. (Andrew Kolvet, a spokesperson for Kirk, declined to comment for this story.)



But the advertisements Kirk reads are sometimes more dire and polemical than what he and his guests talk about during the show. "Rest assured knowing that you're ready for whatever the globalists throw at us next," Kirk said at the end of one ad for medical-emergency kits. These ads espouse conservative values and talking points, mostly in service of promoting brands such as Blackout Coffee, which sells a "2nd Amendment" medium-roast blend and "Covert Op Cold Brew." The commercial breaks sounded like something from an alternate universe. The more I listened to them, the more I came to understand that that was the point.



Some brands, of course, speak the language of Democrats, touting their climate commitments and diversity efforts. But when I listened to left-of-center podcasts, including Pod Save America, Michelle Obama: The Light Podcast, and MSNBC's Prosecuting Donald Trump, I mostly heard ads from an assortment of nonpartisan brands such as Ford, Jefferson's Ocean Aged at Sea Bourbon, eHarmony, and SimpliSafe. The closest equivalent I found was Cariuma, a sustainable shoe brand that sponsors Pod Save America.



The right, meanwhile, has long hawked products that you don't typically see advertised on mainstream outlets and shows. In 2007, the historian Rick Perlstein chronicled a far-fetched investment opportunity involving stem cells and placentas advertised on the far-right website Newsmax. Supplements and gold have become part of conservative-advertising canon, as the writer Sam Kriss summed up in his recent essay on the ads that appear in National Review's print magazine: "The same apocalyptic note [ran] through all these ads. The hospitals will shut down, the planet will freeze over, you personally are getting old and dying--and now your money might be worthless if you haven't put it all in gold."



Some of Kirk's ads hit the same beats. At times, they sound a little jarring: "You are nine meals away from anarchy," he said in one ad for buckets of food rations, from a website called MyPatriotSupply.com. Yet as the world of right-wing-coded products has expanded, so has the weirdness of ads for them. "For 10 years, Patriot Mobile has been America's only Christian-conservative wireless provider," started another ad. Switching to Patriot Mobile, Kirk explained, would mean that "you're sending the message that you support free speech, religious liberty, the sanctity of life, the Second Amendment, our military veterans and first-responder heroes" while getting "the same coverage you've been accustomed to without funding the left." How? By renting access to "all three major networks" via a business deal with T-Mobile, a company that has positioned itself as at least nominally left of center on some issues.

If listeners are feeling charitable, Kirk has options for them too. "Hey, everybody, exciting news. Very, very important. Uh, we are saving babies with PreBorn," Kirk opened up a dollar-matching promo for a group raising money for ultrasounds, apparently having managed to quantify the precise dollar amount it would take to stop a woman from having an abortion. "For a one-time, $15,000 gift, you'll provide not just one ultrasound machine, but two, saving thousands of babies for years to come; $280 saves 10 babies; $28 a month saves a baby a month, for less than a dollar a day."



Conservative podcasts have become mega popular in recent years, and are some of the most trusted sources of news on the right: Kirk's show ranks as the 12th-most-popular "news" podcast on Spotify right now. The show is also syndicated on radio stations across the country and posted on YouTube, where Kirk has 1.7 million subscribers. And although conservative influencers including Candace Owens, Matt Walsh, and Jack Posobiec also promote gold or supplements (or both) on their own shows, Kirk's ads were the most varied of the conservative-podcast ads I listened to. Some conservatives, however, want no part of these kinds of ads. Earlier this month, the right-wing YouTuber Steven Crowder made fun of his contemporaries for hawking "shitty supplements." Most of it is "selling you crap you don't need from people who don't care about you!" Crowder yelled at the end of a four-minute rant on the matter.



The ads reflect the new paradigm of advertising. In previous decades, ads had to appeal to whole segments of the population--and products were made with that in mind. That some readers of Vanity Fair might want a Givenchy handbag, and some readers of Sports Illustrated might want Callaway golf clubs, was as targeted as ads could get. Now the country has fractured into partisan subgroups, and companies have access to reams of analytics that enable them to target ever more precise demographics. Through shows like Kirk's, brands such as Blackout Coffee and Patriot Mobile can reach their relatively niche audiences more easily than ever. (Blackout Coffee and Patriot Mobile did not respond to my requests for comment.)



But something else is happening too. Kirk and the rest of the conservative-podcast ecosystem aren't just selling wares. The ads, with some exceptions, are not like ads for beer or pickup trucks that detract from the action while one watches, say, a football game. Rather, conservative ads are constitutive. They enhance and reinforce the arguments that Kirk and others are already making on their podcasts--that Black people are prone to crime, whiteness is getting excised, abortion is murder, and the United States is unstable and on the verge of collapse. The commercial breaks are the final screws needed to construct a self-contained conservative chamber. Kirk has ensconced himself in a world in which he'll likely never face external pressures to self-moderate in the way that, say, Rush Limbaugh occasionally did when he went too far beyond the tastes of mainstream advertisers.

Conor Friedersdorf: Don't read this if you were a Rush Limbaugh fan

When you're listening to Kirk talk about Blackout Coffee, you can also look down and see the steam coming off your own cup of Blackout Coffee, and relax while its caffeine helps you "be awake not woke." You can open a new browser tab and check in on your portfolio, whose wealth managers are endorsed by Kirk, and then look at the price of gold and think about your own supply procured from a company that Kirk himself vetted "from top to bottom." You can even stop listening to Kirk, go out to your backyard, and make a call, knowing that you're doing so as a freedom-loving conservative with your Patriot Mobile phone plan.



On The Charlie Kirk Show, there is no longer a gap between the real world and what is playing inside listeners' headphones. Kirk's fans can make fewer and fewer compromises on their views and burrow themselves more deeply in the womb of reactionary politics. And with the coupon code "Charlie," listeners can get a discount to buy something else that will allow them to further immerse themselves inside of it.
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New 9/11 Evidence Points to Deep Saudi Complicity

Two decades of U.S. policy appear to be rooted in a mistaken understanding of what happened that day.

by Daniel Benjamin, Steven Simon




For more than two decades, through two wars and domestic upheaval, the idea that al-Qaeda acted alone on 9/11 has been the basis of U.S. policy. A blue-ribbon commission concluded that Osama bin Laden had pioneered a new kind of terrorist group--combining superior technological know-how, extensive resources, and a worldwide network so well coordinated that it could carry out operations of unprecedented magnitude. This vanguard of jihad, it seemed, was the first nonstate actor that rivaled nation-states in the damage it could wreak.

That assessment now appears wrong. And if our understanding of what transpired on 9/11 turns out to have been flawed, then the costly policies that the United States has pursued for the past quarter century have been rooted in a false premise.

The global War on Terror was based on a mistake.

A new filing in a lawsuit brought by the families of 9/11 victims against the government of Saudi Arabia alleges that al-Qaeda had significant, indeed decisive, state support for its attacks. Officials of the Saudi government, the plaintiffs' attorneys contend, formed and operated a network inside the United States that provided crucial assistance to the first cohort of 9/11 hijackers to enter the country.

The 71-page document, released in redacted form earlier this month, summarizes what the plaintiffs say they've learned through the evidence obtained in discovery and recently declassified materials. They allege that Saudi officials--most notably Fahad al-Thumairy, an imam at a Los Angeles mosque and an accredited diplomat at Saudi Arabia's consulate in that city, and Omar al-Bayoumi, who masqueraded as a graduate student but was identified by the FBI as an intelligence operative--were not rogue operators but rather the front end of a conspiracy that included the Saudi embassy in Washington and senior government officials in Riyadh.

The plaintiffs argue that Thumairy and Bayoumi organized safe reception, transportation, and housing for hijackers Khalid al-Mihdhar and Nawaf al-Hazmi, beginning upon their arrival in California on January 15, 2000. (Both Thumairy and Bayoumi have denied aiding the plot. Bayoumi, along with Saudi Arabia, has also denied that he had any involvement with its intelligence operations.) The filing further argues that Thumairy and Bayoumi introduced the pair to local sympathizers in Los Angeles and San Diego who catered to their day-to-day needs, including help with immigration matters, digital and phone communications, and receiving funds from al-Qaeda by wire transfer. Saudi officials also helped the two al-Qaeda operatives--both Saudi nationals with little education or command of English, whose experience abroad consisted mostly of training and fighting for jihadist causes--to procure a car as well as driver's licenses. This support network was crucial.

Garrett M. Graff: After 9/11, the U.S. got almost everything wrong

The filing, responding to a Saudi motion to dismiss the case, which is currently before the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New York, makes extensive reference to FBI investigative reports, memos, communications records, and contemporaneous evidentiary materials that are still under seal but are likely to be made public in the coming weeks. One of us--Steven Simon--has been a plaintiffs' expert in the case, enlisted to review and provide an independent assessment of the evidence. Some of the claims in the filing appear to be corroborated by a document, prepared by the FBI in July 2021 and titled "Connections to the Attacks of September 11, 2001," as well as by other documents declassified under President Joe Biden's Executive Order 14040. The materials produced thus far in the case deal mainly with Saudi support provided to these two California-based al-Qaeda operatives, and their fellow hijackers of American Airlines Flight 77, which was crashed into the Pentagon. Assuming that the case--now seven years old--goes forward, the presiding judge could order a further, broader discovery phase probing possible Saudi support for the other hijackers, most of whom came to the East Coast beginning in mid-2000.

The materials that have already surfaced, however, document the extent of the complicity of Saudi officials. The 9/11 Commission Report recounted numerous contacts between Bayoumi and Thumairy, but described only "circumstantial evidence" of Thumairy as a contact for the two hijackers and stated that it didn't know whether Bayoumi's first encounter with the operatives occurred "by chance or design." But the evidence assembled in the ongoing lawsuit suggests that the actions Thumairy and Bayoumi took to support the hijackers were actually deliberate, sustained, and carefully coordinated with other Saudi officials.

In addition to the documents showing financial and logistical support, the evidence includes several videotapes seized by the U.K. during raids of Bayoumi's properties there when he was arrested in Birmingham in September 2001. One video--a more complete version of a tape reviewed by the 9/11 Commission--shows Mihdhar and Hazmi at a welcome party arranged by Bayoumi after they moved to San Diego. The full video, the filing claims, shows that the party was organized by Bayoumi and Thumairy "to introduce the hijackers to a carefully curated group of likeminded community members and religious leaders." The U.K. police also found, according to the filing, a notepad on which Bayoumi had sketched "a drawing of a plane, alongside a calculation used to discern the distance at which a target on the ground will be visible from a certain altitude."

Another seized video contains footage of Bayoumi in Washington, D.C., where he met with Saudi religious officials posted as diplomats at the embassy and visited the U.S. Capitol. In the video, according to the filing, Bayoumi "carefully films and notes the Capitol's structural features, entrances, and security posts," addressing his narration to his "esteemed brothers." The Capitol was the likely fourth target of the 9/11 attacks, the one that was spared when passengers aboard United Flight 93 wrestled with the hijackers and the plane crashed near Shanksville, Pennsylvania.

If Thumairy and Bayoumi were the front end of the support network for the hijackers, their control officers in the U.S. would have been in Washington at the Saudi embassy. In the pre-9/11 years, Saudi Arabia's Ministry of Islamic Affairs had a sizable presence in the embassy, as well as at the consulate in Los Angeles. The ministry's representatives oversaw the many Saudi imams like Thumairy in Saudi-supported mosques in the U.S., and posted Saudi "propagators" to Muslim communities in the United States. The Islamic Affairs offices and personnel appeared to operate according to different procedures than the other units within the embassy. And the support network for the hijackers had powerful backing in the Saudi capital. The FBI found evidence that when the Saudi consul general in Los Angeles sought to fire a member of the support network, who had been storing jihadist literature at the consulate, Thumairy was able to use his influence to save his job. As the new filing also documents, there was extensive phone traffic between Thumairy, Bayoumi, and the embassy during crucial moments when the hijackers needed and received support.

The plaintiffs' claims are contested by lawyers representing Saudi Arabia on a range of technical, jurisdictional, and factual grounds. They deny that Saudi officials directed support to the hijackers or were otherwise complicit in the attacks. Thumairy "did not assist the hijackers at all," the lawyers have said, and his alleged actions would not have fallen within the scope of his official responsibilities. Bayoumi's assistance was "minimal" and unrelated to terrorist activity, the lawyers argue, and neither he nor Thumairy belonged to a jihadist network. Some of the disputes are less about facts than about interpretation. The Capitol video, in the Saudi view, is nothing more than a typical home movie by an enthusiastic tourist; the San Diego video of Bayoumi's party in the hijackers' apartment is said to depict a gathering of mosque-goers for some purpose unrelated to the presence of two newly arrived al-Qaeda terrorists. If the court denies the Saudi motion to dismiss in the coming months, we will know whose view of the evidence has been the more persuasive.

After 9/11, President George W. Bush and his team argued that a nonstate actor like al-Qaeda could not have pulled off the attacks alone, and that some country must have been behind it all. That state, they insisted, was Iraq--and the United States invaded Iraq. In a savage irony, they may have been right after all about state support, but flat wrong about the state. Should we now invade Saudi Arabia?

The answer is no. The Saudi Arabia of 2001 no longer exists. The country is still capable of criminal action; witness the case of the journalist Jamal Khashoggi, victim in 2018 of a team of Saudi murderers in Istanbul. But the Islamic extremism that coursed through central institutions of the Saudi state appears to have been largely exorcised. Few countries in the world have been so consistently misunderstood by the U.S. as Saudi Arabia, though, so that judgment is necessarily a provisional one.

To understand why, a little history is necessary. At the time al-Qaeda emerged as full-fledged terrorist organization, in the 1990s, the country's religious establishment wielded tremendous power, controlling the judiciary; the Ministry of Islamic Affairs; an array of large institutions such as the al-Haramain Foundation, the Muslim World League (MWL) and the World Assembly of Muslim Youth (WAMY); and other well-funded NGOs. The power of the religious establishment was rooted in the compact at the heart of the Saudi state: The legitimacy of the ruling family has been bound up with the Wahhabi clergy since Muhammad ibn Saud, the patriarch of the royal family, and the religious reformer Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab joined in an alliance in 1744 that would conquer the Arabian Peninsula.

From the April 2022 issue: Absolute power

The MWL, WAMY, and other religious charities were established for the purpose of dawa, or spreading the faith. The Wahhabi clerical establishment had strict notions of how Saudi society should be regulated and believed that it would be best for Muslims worldwide to be subject to Wahhabi rules, but they were not predisposed to declare war to propagate Wahhabism. The pact the Wahhabi clerics formed relegated matters of statecraft to the house of Saud. It was a system that worked, until it didn't.

Change came because of the counterinsurgency that the Egyptian government waged against the radical Islamists who had assassinated President Anwar al-Sadat in 1981. That campaign augmented an existing effort to suppress the Muslim Brotherhood, which continues today. Many who escaped the wrath of the Egyptian government fled to Saudi Arabia, flooding into the religious universities and teaching positions, or obtaining jobs in the religious bureaucracy. The result was a new ideological framework that meshed Wahhabi doctrine together with Muslim Brotherhood activism. The hunger for jihad among young Saudis was stoked by the thrilling stories of the war in Afghanistan against the Soviets told by fathers and uncles returning from their "jihad jollies," as Western officials referred to these expeditions--which mostly took place far behind the front lines of that conflict.

As a concession to the clergy's demands and the realities of the new environment, the monarchy authorized the creation of a religious-affairs ministry. But the youthful radicals soon had access to both the ministry's gigantic budget, which mixed public and private money in a helter-skelter way, and an apparatus that could deploy ministry personnel abroad under diplomatic cover, including to the United States.

Thus, from the mid-1990s, the ministry was staffed and run by a growing number of people who shared with Osama bin Laden the view that the world was gripped by a cosmic struggle between believers and infidels. In short, they saw the United States as the leader of "world infidelity," and believed that true Muslims had a duty to fight the infidels. Complementing those beliefs was the distinctive additional bit of jihadist dogma--of which bin Laden became the greatest proponent--holding that restoring the realm of Islam to its historic greatness required striking the United States on its own territory. Only through violence could the U.S. be forced to end its support for the apostate regimes that plagued the Muslim world. And only once the props were kicked out from under those regimes--Egypt, Syria, and Iraq--could truly Islamic governments take charge. That was the idea behind 9/11 and the campaign that was supposed to follow.

The United States, in the 1990s and after, was aware of some activities of the Saudi religious establishment, especially, for example, in Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Bosnia, where fighters--including the future hijackers Mihdhar and Hazmi, to name just two--were supported through Saudi charities. The picture became more ominous as the decade progressed as such charities, including al-Haramain, were implicated in the East Africa embassy bombings, which killed 224 people, injured nearly 5,000, and destroyed U.S. diplomatic posts in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam. As staff members working on counterterrorism on the National Security Council staff, we watched a succession of our colleagues from the White House and the State Department visit Riyadh to ask for better policing of these "charities." Routinely, they came back with nothing to show for their efforts, while other weighty issues on the U.S.-Saudi bilateral agenda--containing Iran, achieving Middle East peace, lowering energy prices--ensured that Riyadh never felt any serious pressure.

Why there wasn't much more of a response from the monarchy won't be fully understood until the royal archives are opened, assuming that internal discussions were even recorded. But it does seem, in general, that the house of Saud ruled but did not govern; governance was typically for commoners. Without inquiring closely into the day-to-day operations of the religious and foreign-affairs ministries, the royals could not have had a clear idea of what was being done in their name, including the deployment of Saudis with diplomatic visas for the purpose of attacking the kingdom's strongest, most reliable transactional partner.

Astonishingly, the attacks of 9/11 had little effect on the Saudi approach to religious extremism, as diplomats and intelligence officials have attested. What finally changed royal minds was the experience of suffering an attack on Saudi soil. In May 2003, gunmen and suicide bombers struck three residential compounds in Riyadh, killing 39 people. The authorities attributed the attacks to al-Qaeda, and cooperation with the U.S. improved quickly and dramatically. Mohammed bin Nayef, son of one of the country's most powerful princes and its interior minister, emerged as the national counterterrorism chief and later interior minister. MBN, as he is known, transformed Saudi intelligence into America's most valuable foreign partner in the fight against terrorism, providing tips that led to later plots being thwarted. MBN himself became a friend to a succession of CIA directors.

When King Abdullah died, in 2015, his half brother Salman bin Abdulaziz succeeded him, and MBN was made crown prince. Two years later, however, Salman removed MBN, stripped him of his ministry and other offices, and installed his own son Mohammed bin Salman. MBN was soon detained and subjected to execrable conditions, and disappeared from public view.

Mohammed bin Salman (widely known as MBS), now the country's de facto ruler, may have seen MBN as a rival, but he certainly shared his opposition to extremism. During his time in power, the influence of the Wahhabi establishment appears to have been drastically curtailed. The country's notorious religious police have largely disappeared from sight, and the Ministry of Islamic Affairs has been reformed, along with the massive Islamic organizations. In 2018, Mohammad bin Abdulkarim Al-Issa, the new head of the Muslim World League, visited the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum--a development that for his predecessors would have been utterly unthinkable.

There will be plenty of tension and recriminations if the exhibits in the New York case become public and the case progresses. Should the plaintiffs overcome the Saudi motion to dismiss, an extended period of merits discovery and a potential trial on liability for 9/11 will exacerbate matters. But many years after the attacks, it seems likely that judicial determination--not military action--is the most viable means by which to close the books on 9/11.

Revelations from the legal case are also likely to set off another round of self-flagellation over the failures of America's law-enforcement and intelligence agencies. The 9/11 Commission Report and other accounts--including our own--showed the FBI to be shamefully asleep at the switch before the attacks. Indeed, some 9/11 Commission investigators thought the report went soft on the FBI to prevent morale from collapsing entirely. In light of the new revelations, we can expect renewed criticism. How could the bureau have been so ignorant of what the staff of a foreign embassy were doing under its nose? Counterintelligence, after all, is a core bureau responsibility. And the FBI's conduct on this case is inexplicable. Curiously, agents continued investigating until at least 2021 and, to judge by the 2021 document, knew about the Saudis' indispensable support for the hijackers. But their work was shut down by the Justice Department. There will be lots of questions to answer.

Ben Rhodes: The 9/11 era is over

If the criticism over these missteps is sharp, it will pale--or at least it should--next to how we reevaluate the global War on Terror, which defined American life and international affairs for some 20 years. The spectacle of 9/11 suggested that there was a new breed of super-terrorists, and the coordination, tradecraft, and sophistication behind the attack on the Twin Towers made that contention persuasive. It would have been foolhardy after that enormity not to expect more catastrophic attacks, and no one could say with any certainty how large al-Qaeda was or how capable it might be. Bin Laden had sought to galvanize the angry masses of the Muslim world in support of his movement. Approving reactions to 9/11, indicating that many Muslims around the world thought the U.S. had finally gotten what it deserved, led policy makers to believe that there was a reservoir of individuals who might be radicalized and line up behind al-Qaeda.

And there were. But the question was whether these Muslims in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and South America could be marshaled into a force capable of inflicting grievous harm on the U.S. homeland. In the aftermath of the attacks, U.S. law enforcement at all levels turned to deal with the newly revealed terrorist threat. The FBI and local authorities showed up at Saudi-backed mosques around the country, hundreds of Muslim men were detained for immigration violations or under material-witness laws, and the Saudi support network went to ground. Washington secured the country's borders following the attacks and, building on already-existing no-fly lists, made travel to the U.S. by would-be terrorists exceedingly difficult.

The next big attack never materialized. Indeed, al-Qaeda's record after 2001 was a fizzle--a fact that has puzzled experts. Most years brought no more terrorist deaths in the U.S. than the pre-2001 period had, and some saw fewer. Al-Qaeda managed to organize no attacks against the American homeland for 18 years after 9/11. The deadly Islamist attacks of this period--including the Boston Marathon attack in 2013, the San Bernardino shootings in 2015, and the Pulse club massacre in Orlando in 2016--were the work of Muslims inspired by the jihadist terrorists but who had no notable contact with bin Laden's organization. In December 2019, a Saudi air cadet killed three people in a shooting at the Navy's Pensacola Air Station, an attack that was the first--and to date only--since 9/11 in which investigators traced a line back to al-Qaeda.

Abroad, terrorist strikes in Bali, Madrid, Paris, and London killed in the double and low triple digits--attacks on a scale the world was largely accustomed to, even if several of the attacks came tightly bunched. But there was nothing remotely like 9/11. In the U.S., the near-miss of the "underwear bomber," a young man who tried to blow up Northwest Airlines Flight 253 to Detroit in December 2009 with a bomb in his briefs, prompted the Washington bureaucracy to further tighten screening procedures. American and foreign intelligence and law-enforcement agencies disrupted terrorist cells around the world. After the obliviousness that preceded 9/11, America demonstrated an extraordinary capacity to act decisively and effectively.

But above all else, without a support network in the U.S. that could provide cash and documents, facilitate travel, and secure lodging, large-scale terrorist attacks by foreign groups became nearly impossible.

Al-Qaeda did not exactly shrivel and die, but as many of its most capable operatives, such as Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, an architect of 9/11, were captured, the group became much less dangerous, and jihad against the U.S. lost some of its appeal. The eventual consequence was what became known as the "relocalization of jihad," a return to settling scores against leaders and governments principally in Muslim parts of the world. In North Africa, al-Qaeda affiliates kidnapped foreigners and killed government forces. In places as diverse as Yemen and Southeast Asia, like-minded groups fought the local regimes and murdered civilians. Former imperial powers of Europe, situated close to the Middle East and North Africa, also faced, by virtue of their colonial histories, a continued threat of radicalization embedded within their own society.

From the March 2015 issue: What ISIS really wants

The most dramatic instance of this relocalization occurred in Iraq, where America's removal of Saddam Hussein lifted the lid on the antipathies among the Shia, Sunni, and Kurdish communities. As the U.S. dismantled the Iraqi army and much of the Iraqi state, these sectarian and ethnic groups turned against one another in pursuit of an elusive security. War is the great incubator of extremism, and out of the civil conflict that the U.S. triggered emerged a jihadist entity that dwarfed al-Qaeda in its geographic and ideological reach. The Islamic State was the brainchild of extremists who understood that Sunni fury at the loss of their privileges in the new Shia-dominated Iraq could burn far hotter than the implausible global jihad of Osama bin Laden. Indeed, just as al-Qaeda seemed to be collapsing in 2014, ISIS conquered nearly half of Iraq. The turmoil of civil war in neighboring Syria gave ISIS a haven that grew to cover a third of that country as well. The Islamic State's achievement in holding territory--something al-Qaeda never managed--attracted recruits from throughout the Arab world and Europe who yearned to create their vision of a truly Islamic polity. ISIS, an unwanted child of the U.S. occupation of Iraq, came closest to achieving the mass mobilization that U.S. policy makers feared after 9/11. But in the end, the group's threat to the region's states and its external terrorist operations galvanized a broad coalition of countries that crushed it. The U.S. contributed a great deal militarily to the effort, but at home, the only hint of a threat came from fearmongering in the media.

What would we have done differently if our intelligence and law-enforcement agencies had learned shortly after the 9/11 attacks that officials of our close friend Saudi Arabia had given regular, reliable, and essential support to terrorists seeking to kill Americans in large numbers?

We would, at a minimum, have immediately compelled Riyadh to dismantle the jihadi infrastructure within its institutions and to liquidate what was left of it on our soil and in countries around the world. We likely would still have toppled the Taliban in Afghanistan and tried to destroy what was left of al-Qaeda there. But if we had understood that the attacks of 9/11 had depended on state support--and if we had eliminated that state support--we might well have had the confidence to leave Afghanistan quickly, instead of lingering for 20 years. As additional attacks failed to materialize, we would also have been more prepared to rely on strong border controls and intelligence to keep us safe. Of course, the discovery of Saudi involvement in 9/11 would have thrown a massive roadblock in front of the George W. Bush administration's rush to topple Saddam Hussein, although perhaps nothing could have restrained a heedless president from that course of action. But perhaps we would have felt secure enough to close the detention camp at Guantanamo, which has been a permanent demonstration of our disregard for the rule of law. And perhaps as well, we would not have subordinated almost all our other foreign-policy goals to our counterterrorism efforts--a practice that undermined American efforts to support democracy and human rights abroad.

Today, for most Americans, the global War on Terror has become a hazy memory from the time before Donald Trump. In Washington, policy makers avoid discussing the subject. Yet it bears remembering: It cost us $6 trillion, and that number is expected to go higher because of the long-term health-care costs for veterans. It turned the Middle East upside down, increasing the regional influence of Iran. More than 7,000 American servicemen and women died in action; 30,000 more, an extraordinary number, died by suicide. In all, more than 800,000 Iraqis, Afghans, and others, most of them civilians, perished in the war.

The War on Terror and its origins in 9/11 are seen in retrospect as farce and tragedy. But the emerging picture of the preparations for 9/11 make recognizing the sheer scale of the blunder inescapable.
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Russia's Psychological Warfare Against Ukraine

"There is a battle going on between two worldviews, but the divisions aren't geographical. They're in people's heads."

by Kevin Townsend




After months of struggle with little movement, the war in Ukraine may be nearing a crucial point. The fight has not been going well for Ukraine. With American aid stalled, tired fighters on the front lines faced ammunition shortages just as Russia brought new sources of recruits and weapons online.

But although painfully delayed, military support from the United States is on its way. The aid package passed in April is the first since Republicans took control of the House of Representatives more than a year ago, but it's also the largest yet. Now the question is: Will it make a difference in time?

The Atlantic staff writer Anne Applebaum joins host Hanna Rosin on Radio Atlantic to discuss the state of the war and how the fight extends well beyond the battlefield itself.

According to Applebaum, the psychological toll Ukraine faced from the aid holdup is only the beginning. Russia may not be able to occupy Ukraine's cities, but it can wage a kind of psychological warfare to make them unlivable.

She also describes an information war Russia has brought much closer to home for Americans. Her June cover story in The Atlantic chronicles the "new propaganda war" that Russia, China, and other illiberal states are waging on the democratic world, and how that war can shape the fate of Ukraine.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

News clip: Russian forces are advancing in Ukraine, including a major offensive near Ukraine's second-largest city.
 News clip: President Zelensky has warned that Russia's latest push in Ukraine's northeast could be the first wave of a wider offensive.
 News clip: Congress approved $60 billion in military aid for Ukraine in April. The approval came after months of dire warnings from Ukraine that its troops are running out of weapons and losing ground to Russian fighters.


Hanna Rosin: The news out of Ukraine has recently turned bleak. Russia broke through critical lines in the north, and the Ukrainian side seems depleted of manpower and weapons. Now, a major part of what changed the dynamic was the halt in U.S. aid. The aid was stalled since Republicans took over the House of Representatives, although a month ago they passed the first aid bill in over a year, which may or may not be too late to turn things around.

Now, I know that there is a connection between what happens on the battlefield in Ukraine and U.S. politics. But I did not truly grasp how deep that connection was and how it could affect not just the upcoming election but all of American culture, until I talked to staff writer Anne Applebaum. Anne is the first person I always want to talk to in these moments when major shifts are under way, because she can read between the lines.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and this week: how Russia has brought its war much closer to home than Americans may realize.

Anne has a new book coming out this summer called Autocracy, Inc. And in it, she's been putting together the pieces: how the war in Ukraine is not just a fight for ground but a fight for psychological territory--in Russia, in the U.S. election, and pretty much all over the world.

[Music]

Rosin: So things have shifted on the battlefield in Ukraine. I know that much. Can you explain exactly what happened?

Anne Applebaum: So, in essence, there are two different stories. There's a story about the front line in northern and eastern Ukraine. And there we see what's now a full-scale, very large Russian offensive.

Rosin: All of a sudden? Like it just--all of a sudden?

Applebaum: It's been pushing for a while, but there was a relaunched attack in recent days and weeks against the city of Kharkiv, which is in the far north--quite near the Russian border, sort of northeast Ukraine--as well as in the east, in the sort of Donetsk region.

The Russians moved tens of thousands of troops into the area, supposedly 50,000 east of Kharkiv, and redoubled their attacks on Ukrainian cities and infrastructure. That seems to have been a plan, and it seems to have been timed to happen now.

Rosin: And why was it suddenly successful? Like, I feel like it's been stalled and stalled and stalled for almost a year.

Applebaum: The Ukrainians have been running out of ammunition for a long time, and during the six months in which we weren't helping them and the European ammunition was also still on its way, the Ukrainians were holding ground but were losing weapons and equipment. And during that same period, the Russians regathered their forces. And in the last few days, they decided to push forward, as I said, in those two places.

Rosin: And did anything change on the Russian side, like new strategy, new something?

Applebaum: A couple things changed on the Russian side--one was the recruitment of more soldiers. They now pay people a lot of money to be in the army. And in very poor parts of Russia, they will now go and fight. Also, there's a kind of constant, back-and-forth electronic warfare, drone warfare. The Russians got better at using drones and better at blocking Ukrainian drones and equipment.

That's one of these things where they do one thing and then the Ukrainians learn another thing. So there's a kind of constant spiral, and that's changing all the time. But they did recover from an earlier phase in the war when the Ukrainians could beat them using high tech a lot more easily.

I should say there's another piece of the war, however. The second piece of the story is that the Ukrainians are now using long-range weapons--some European, some American, some stuff they've been given recently--to hit targets in Crimea and also in Russia itself. They hit an airfield. They've been hitting gas and oil storage facilities, production facilities.

And they've supposedly taken out perhaps as much as 10 percent of Russia's oil-refining capacity. They've hit major military targets in Crimea. And so this is their new form of innovation--is to block Russian efforts from farther back. It's almost like a separate war from the war on the front line.

Rosin: I see. So the traditional battlefield that we report on and have been tracking and monitoring looks bleak, but there's other things happening elsewhere. Okay. That's good to know.

A last battlefield question: What's the importance of the cities, the particular cities and places where Russia has made incursions?

Applebaum: So the attack on Kharkiv, which is sort of Ukraine's second city--it was actually, at one point in history, it was the capital of Ukraine. It's a major cultural and industrial center.

The fact that the Russians are now so focused on it--focused on taking out their power stations, taking out their infrastructure, seemingly in order to force people out, to make people leave Kharkiv--is a pretty major shift in the war. They weren't attacking Kharkiv earlier in the war.

Rosin: Tactically or psychologically? Because it's such an important city.

Applebaum: I think it's probably psychological. The idea is to make it unlivable. And my guess is that that's really the Russian strategy for all of Ukraine, is to make it unlivable. They can't capture it. I mean, capturing Kharkiv would be a kind of six-month Stalingrad-like urban battle. That would be my guess.

And they probably don't want to do that. So what they probably want to do instead is force everyone to leave. If there's no electricity and there's no water and the center is bombed out and you can't live there, then that's a different kind of victory.

Rosin: Okay. I understand the strategy so much better. You mentioned U.S. aid. Everybody talks about U.S. aid. I feel like you, for months, have been warning: U.S. aid is critical. Please pass an aid bill. Looking back on this year, how critical is or has U.S. aid been to this shift in momentum?

Applebaum: So U.S. aid and the argument in the U.S. over the aid were hugely important--both for real reasons, in that, you know, the U.S. aid provides ammunition and bullets and guns on the ground, and for psychological reasons.

Because what the Russians are trying to do is to exhaust Ukraine, to convince people that Ukraine can't win, to convince Ukrainians that they have no allies, and thereby to get them to stop fighting. And so the Russians are hoping to win through a psychological game as much as a military game.

Rosin: Interesting. Okay, so it's not just literal weapons--and I mean, it's also literal weapons.

Applebaum: It's also literal weapons, but it's not only the literal weapons.

Rosin: It's: You are friendless and alone.

Applebaum: You're friendless and alone, and your major supplier, which is the United States, or your big friend in Washington, isn't going to help you anymore. And, you know, this had some impact on Ukrainians.

I mean, there's a certain scratchiness that Ukrainians now have about the U.S. You know, We relied on them. And then, you know, U.S. domestic politics undermined that. You know, remember Biden went there and, you know--first U.S. president to visit a war zone in a place where the U.S. didn't even have troops on the ground--and promised them he would stand by them. And then he didn't. And, okay, it wasn't his fault. And it wasn't him alone. But nevertheless, that was experienced by a lot of people as a kind of betrayal.

That was very psychologically damaging. It meant that there were soldiers on the front line who didn't have anything to shoot back with.

Rosin: So when you say "scratchiness," that's what you mean? Just a mistrust?

Applebaum: Mistrust. Doubt. The sense of being part of a big, friendly alliance is chipped away quite a bit. I mean, it has to be said that during this time, there have been a bunch of new European projects to give them aid.

There was the so-called Czech ammunition initiative. The Czechs are major producers of ammunition and weapons and have been for many decades. And there are a number of big European projects that are just getting off the ground to make new weapons, to make ammunition and so on. So other things have been happening, but the U.S. aid was expected to carry Ukraine over for six months, and it wasn't there.

Rosin: Right. So, U.S. aid was literally important, and it was meant as a bridge. So it's like there is no more bridge.

Applebaum: Yes. Yes. I mean, it's fixed now, in other words, so the aid is coming. It's hard for me to tell from outside how fast it's coming. It seems some things got there right away. These long-range weapons got there right away. Other things seem to be taking longer.

So that's hard for me to tell, but there was some damage that was done by the delay. So, both psychological damage and damage in terms of lost territory and lost ability to fight.

Rosin: Can we look at this from the U.S. side for a minute, since there is about to be an election? Do you just look at it as standard deadlock, or do you see some isolationism rising up in a more powerful way than it had before? How do you read the long delay from the American side?

Applebaum: So I don't think isolationism is the right word to use. I think what we were seeing was something different, which was a concerted effort to block aid that was coming from Donald Trump and people around Trump and was supported by people inside the Republican Party who are actually pro-Russian.

So I don't think it's just that they want America to withdraw and live in splendid isolation. I think there is a piece of the Republican Party that actively supports Russia. There are members of Congress who repeat Russian propaganda on the floor of the House and of the Senate, and who actively spread Russian propaganda on social media. Those people aren't isolationists. I mean, there's something a little bit more than that happening.

Rosin: Okay. So that sounds conspiratorial to the uninitiated. So, prove yourself!

Applebaum: So to unpack--I mean, so first of all: Don't listen to me. Listen to the various Senate and House leaders who have also said this. So, Chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee and Tom Tillis, who's a Republican Senator--they're all people who have said on the record, on TV, in the last few weeks and months, have talked about their colleagues repeating Russian propaganda.

There's one specific story. For example, there's a story that circulated on social media a few months ago that said that President Zelensky of Ukraine had purchased two yachts, and there were pictures of the yachts that came in some kind of post.

Obviously, President Zelensky has not purchased any yachts. Kiev is landlocked. What does he need the yachts for anyway? It was a completely made-up story that nevertheless was passed around the sort of MAGA-Russian echo chamber, which are more or less the same thing.

That story: During the debate about Ukraine aid, Senator Tillis said he heard his colleagues in the Senate--Republican colleagues in the Senate--cite that story and say, for example, We shouldn't give Ukraine aid, because Zelensky will just spend it on his yachts.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Applebaum: So that is a direct example of a false story that comes from the swamp of the internet, that is being passed around, and that is then repeated by a member of the United States Senate as a reason why we shouldn't help Ukraine.

You couldn't get a more pure example of how fever dreams created in some troll's brain or on somebody's phone then become a part of the conversation in Congress.

And there's another set of arguments that are coming from Donald Trump's camp, and Trump himself says some of it in public. He says he wants to do a deal with Russia. And there have been little leaks about what that deal might look like. And perhaps the deal includes some kind of negotiation over the border. Perhaps the deal includes some new U.S. relationship with Russia. Perhaps the deal includes some kind of deal to do with fuel prices, oil prices.

There's clearly an interest in the Trump camp to have some kind of alliance with Russia. And some people also in the Trump orbit talk about breaking up Russia and China: We need a relationship with Russia in order to oppose China, which is one of these things that sounds great until you remember how much Russia and China have in common and that the reasons why they're in alliance have nothing to do with us.

But that's a separate topic. But there are enough people in that world who are looking for reasons why we should be allied with Russia and not with Ukraine that it's not some kind of coincidence.

Rosin: I see. Okay. So what I'm taking from that is it's not a totally coherent plan or motivation. There's a little bit of pro-Russia business interests. There's a little bit of Trump magic. There's a whole bunch of interests, but somehow the result is that there's a repeating of propaganda.

Applebaum: Yeah, I don't think it's a conspiracy, and 99 percent of it is visible to the naked eye.

I'm just quoting you things that people have said. And it's simply a desire by a part of the Republican party to have a different role in the world. Like, we don't want to be the country that aids struggling democracies. We want to be the country that does deals. We're going to do a deal with Russia. We'll do a deal with whoever we can do deals with.

The idea is that the United States isn't a leader of NATO. The United States isn't the leader of the democratic world. Instead, the United States is one power among many who does transactional deals with whoever it deems to be in its interest at that moment.

And that was Trump's foreign policy in the first term. He was restrained in it. He was prevented from doing everything that he wanted to do. He wanted to drop out of NATO, but he was talked out of it by John Bolton and others. But that's not a new phenomenon. That's the way a part of the party is going.

Rosin: And interestingly, that faction did not win. There was U.S. aid--U.S. aid was delivered. How critical do you think the new infusion of aid is or will be?

Applebaum: So the new infusion of aid is critical. Again, I'm not on the ground, and I can't tell you what exactly has got there and what exactly it will be doing. But, psychologically, it means the Ukrainians know more stuff is coming. So they're not being shot at on the front lines with no help arriving.

So they have: Something is coming. It's on the way. That's very important. And then also some of the new weapons we've already seen in effect. So the hits on Crimea and on some of the other places on the front lines seem to be effective because of some of the new U.S. weapons.

[Music]

Rosin: All right. So that's the situation in Ukraine. When we come back: Russian propaganda--how surprisingly effective it's been, and how it's taken root far from Moscow, both in the United States and elsewhere, and what that means for the future of democracy everywhere.

[Music]

Rosin: So where we are now: There's this critical moment in the war, and then there are all these shifting, underlying alliances that we saw come out in the debate over aid. And a lot of them have to do with shifting propaganda and messaging, which is really interesting. How is Vladimir Putin messaging this moment? Like, what's he saying?

Applebaum: So, Putin's messaging--what Putin himself says--is of no significance. Russian messaging and Russian propaganda comes through a lot of different channels.

So it comes through proxies. It comes through some Russian ambassadors. There's of course Russian TV. There's RT. And some of it is laundered through--it's called information laundering--it's laundered through other kinds of publications that have links to Russia that you can't see.

So there will be newspapers or websites in Africa or Latin America, which look on the surface like they don't have anything to do with Russia but, in fact, they have links to Russia.

Rosin: This is why we have you, Anne Applebaum, to draw these lines.

Applebaum: I mean, I'm actually very interested in how it works in Africa, which I think is more interesting than how it works in the U.S., but that's a separate story. But, you know, some of it, as we know, comes through trolls on social media. Twitter is now pretty much awash in different kinds of Russian trolls.

It's hard to say if they're really Russians or they're just people who like Russia or they're being paid.

Rosin: Who knows.

Applebaum: Who knows. But there's a lot of it. So a lot of the attempts that social media companies made a few years ago to control some of this stuff, some of them don't work as well anymore, especially on Twitter, but not only.

So the messages come in different ways. And I should also say that the other new factor is that the messages are sometimes amplified by other autocracies. So in addition to Russian messaging, you now have Chinese messaging, some of which echoes Russian messaging. You have Iranian messaging--same thing. Venezuelan messaging--same thing.

Rosin: What do you mean, "Same thing"? Like, same message about the Ukraine war?

Applebaum: Same messages about the Ukraine war.

Rosin: What's the message?

Applebaum: The message is: The Ukrainians are Nazis. The Ukrainians can't win. The war is America's fault. This is a NATO war against Russia that was provoked by NATO.

There's another strand alongside it that also says, you know, Ukraine is decaying and chaotic and catastrophic. The United States is also decaying and divided and catastrophic. These are all losing powers, and you shouldn't support them.

I'm being very, very over general, but there is now a kind of authoritarian set of narratives, which more or less are all about that, and they're now repeated by lots of different actors in different countries. I mean, there are some specific things about Ukraine.

In a cover story I wrote for The Atlantic, I describe a story that was very important at the very beginning of the war: the so-called biolabs conspiracy theory, which was an idea that the U.S. is building biological weapons in laboratories in Ukraine, and that somehow that's a reason for the war. This was completely fake. It was debunked multiple times, including at the UN.

Nevertheless, it was repeated by Russian sources. It was repeated by Chinese sources. It went out--China has a huge media network in Africa. That whole story went out on that network. You could find it all over, you know, Ecuador and Chile and so on.

And that was a story that was so prevalent at the beginning of the war that something like 30 percent of Americans saw it and may well have believed it. And, certainly, a lot of Africans and Latin Americans also saw it and may well have believed it.

Rosin: You're speaking, and I'm feeling utterly defeated. I mean, that's the truth. I feel utterly defeated by these washes and washes and washes of information coming from all corners that are going to snag in some people's minds and sort of corrode them. Like, that's the image I had as you were talking.

So in a moment like this, all that is the groundwork. What you just described is the groundwork that's been going on since the Ukraine war began.

Applebaum: It's been going on for a decade.

I mean, it has to be said, the Ukrainians are also good at messaging, and they have resisted that pretty well. And they were very good at it in the first year of the war. The majority of Americans still support Ukraine. And the majority of Europeans still support Ukraine. So it's not as if the Russians are winning everywhere all the time. It's just that it turned out they had affected a key part of the Republican Party, which, actually, by the way, took me by surprise.

When the aid didn't pass early last autumn, I was initially surprised.

Rosin: Surprised that this broader message was seeping up into--

Applebaum: It was the broader message and the degree to which Trump didn't want it passed and was blocking it, and that therefore--first it was Kevin McCarthy, later Mike Johnson--were also willing to block it. That was not something I expected.

Rosin: Because you, in your mind, are used to like: Okay, there's some isolationist strain. But the idea that the argument itself has taken on all kinds of force, motivation--

Applebaum: The idea that they had that much power at the top of the Republican Party. Because many senior Republicans, the leaders of all the important committees in the House, are all people who have been to Ukraine, who have been very pro-Ukraine, who understand the significance of Ukraine and the war in the world and were willing to help. And so none of the congressional leadership were buying any of this Russian propaganda. But then it turned out that it still mattered. Because of Donald Trump.

Rosin: I'm trying to wrap my head around this global propaganda war that you're describing. I'm used to thinking of propaganda, I guess, in an old-fashioned way, which is something that happens over there in countries that are autocracies, and the autocrats impose it on their beleaguered citizens, and it doesn't have anything to do with me. Like, it's something I anthropologically witnessed.

Applebaum: That's very 20th century. That's the 20th-century idea. So in the 20th century, when you think of what was Soviet propaganda, it was posters with tractor drivers, and they had square jaws, and they were digging lots of wheat, and there would be overproduction in the steel industry and so on--

Rosin: And we might buy them in a campy way--

Applebaum: We might buy them in a campy way. I'm sure I own some. So that was 20th-century Soviet propaganda, which ultimately failed because it was so easy to compare that with reality. So even when I first went to the Soviet Union in the '80s, people could see that wasn't true. That was the major flaw of that form of propaganda.

What happens now, led by the Russians, and this has been true for a decade--modern Russian propaganda, and now other autocracies echo it, is not focused so much on promoting the greatness of Russia. Sometimes there's a bit of that. Mostly, it's focused on the degeneracy and decline of democracy. So the idea is to make sure that Russians don't imagine there's something better anywhere else.

Rosin: Because they wouldn't know. Like, you can tell that Russian propaganda about Russia is a lie because you're actually waiting on a bread line. So you know that it's not as good as the posters are showing, but you don't necessarily know.

Applebaum: But you haven't been to Sweden or the United Kingdom or wherever. And a lot of it was--the implication of it was--now I'm just paraphrasing, but it was: Okay, not everything in Russia is perfect. And, okay, we may have some corruption, and we have some oligarchs. But look over there at the hideous decline of, you know, England and France and Germany and America. You wouldn't want to be like that.

And the purpose of this is that the main opponents of Putin and Putinism were people--and over the last two decades, have been people--who used the language of democracy and transparency and anti-corruption.

Rosin: And freedom.

Applebaum: And freedom.

Rosin: Yeah.

Applebaum: And that kind of language was also aligned with an idea that there were better societies--like, you know, in Europe and North America--and Russia could be like them.

And remember that many Russians in the '90s did hope that their country would become a democracy and believed well into the 2000s that it was still a possibility and were used to the idea that these countries are our friends.

And so what Putin has set out to do is to poison that idea--so poison the idea that there's anything better--and to poison the idea of the ideas, poison the language: democracy, freedom, transparency, rule of law, anti-corruption. All those things have to be shown to be false.

And this has been done in various ways. So there's a version of this inside Russia, and there's a version abroad. But inside Russia, it's been part of an anti-LGBT campaign. You know, The Western world is degenerate. Putin has said it himself: There are many different kinds of genders. Who even knows what happens over there anymore. An implication of degeneracy. Here we still have some kind of clean, more traditional way of life.

Rosin: Men and women.

Applebaum: Exactly. And that was mostly originally designed for the Russian audience. But it also had a certain echo and an appeal to a far-right audience in the United States and in Europe.

You know, the Russians do it because they want to weaken the United States. They want the U.S. to leave Europe. They want, you know, American decline to accelerate. And Americans do it because they want to take over the government and replace it with a different kind of government.

And so many of the people who will repeat Russian propaganda have been repeating some of those same ideas also for decades.

I mean, this story goes back probably 20 years, so this is nothing especially new, but it became much more turbocharged in 2014 during the first Russian invasion of Ukraine.

Rosin: It sounds like what you're saying is: We are vulnerable. I mean, it seems like their propaganda war is winning, the autocrats. Like, I feel like the Americans are duped in this scenario.

Applebaum: I mean, first of all, it's not clear yet that they're winning.

I mean, again, a majority of Americans support Ukraine, and a majority of Americans support the idea that the U.S. should be a democracy. So, we're not finished yet. It's a very delicate thing.

I mean, are we being manipulated and duped by foreigners? Or is it elements in our own society that are seeking to manipulate us and dupe us?

In other words, the farthest thing I want to do is say that somehow the Russians are intervening in our politics and changing it. I think it's more complicated than that. I think we have a very important element of U.S. politics that believes the same things and uses the same tactics and is very happy to be amplified by the Russians for its own ends.

So usually what happens is that Russian propaganda doesn't invent things that are new. So, for example, in France, the Russians did not invent Marine Le Pen, who's the French far-right leader. She's been part of French politics for decades. They just amplify her. In her case, they gave her some money.

In Spain, there's a Catalan separatist movement, which has also been supported by the Russians in different ways. Did they invent that? No. It was already there. It's been part of Spanish politics for decades.

What they do is they take an existing fault line or an existing division, and then they help it get worse. So whether that's through, you know, social media campaigns, in some cases through money, in some cases through helping particular individuals, they seek to amplify.

Rosin: So it's almost like there's this coalescing global division and on one side a sort of autocracy and nostalgia.

Applebaum: Except that it's--

Rosin: And the other side is what, like, freedom and democracy?

Applebaum: Except that it's more complicated because there is no--it's not the Cold War. There's no geographic line. There's no Berlin Wall, and good guys are on one side and bad guys are on the other.

These are struggles that are taking place within each democracy and actually within each autocracy. I'm leaving out the fact that there are democrats in Russia and movements in Iran and in China, for example, that have also wanted greater freedom, greater autonomy, rule of law.

A lot of it's about transparency. You know, We want to know where the money is. How did our leaders become so rich? That's what the Navalny movement was about, for example, in Russia.

Rosin: Right, right.

Applebaum: And so there is a battle going on between two worldviews, but the divisions aren't geographical. They're in people's heads.

Rosin: Right. Okay, so with Ukraine and this whole propaganda war in mind that you're describing, what are the stakes for the 2024 election?

Applebaum: I think the stakes for the 2024 election are really stark. Is the United States going to remain allied with other democracies? Is it going to continue on the path of the struggle against kleptocracy, which is finally beginning to gain a little bit of traction? So against money laundering and anonymous companies and so on. Is the United States going to militarily resist Russian incursions in Europe? And this is a package of things. Is the United States going to maintain its alliances with Japan and South Korea and Taiwan?

Or is the United States going to become a transactional power whose friends one day might be Russia, another day might be North Korea, who no longer leads a recognizable democratic alliance, either on the ground in the world or mentally?

I mean, are we still going to be seen as a country that stands for a set of ideas--as well as a country that respects language about human rights and human dignity and so on--or are we going to become a transactional power like so many others?

And that's one of the questions that's on the ballot in November.

Rosin: Well, that is very clear. Anne, thank you for helping us put all these pieces together. That was very helpful.

Applebaum: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: To read more of Anne Applebaum's work, check out her June cover story of The Atlantic, "The New Propaganda War." And look for her upcoming book, Autocracy, Inc., this summer.

This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Yvonne Kim. 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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<em>Furiosa</em> Is Not <em>Fury Road</em>. That's a Good Thing.

The <em>Mad Max </em>prequel is an emotional odyssey.

by Shirley Li




Even as a little girl, Furiosa understood the value of staying hidden in the wasteland of postapocalyptic Earth, where resources are scarce, war is everlasting, and strangers are immediately treated as threats. But keeping out of sight is not the easiest task in the Mad Max films. The director George Miller's dystopian setting conceals little; his bleak hellscapes provide the perfect stage for thunderous exhibitionism, the kind that yields characters such as the Doof Warrior, who shreds a flame-throwing electric guitar to lead militias into battle. For most humans in this world, surviving means roaring through life with ruthless ferocity on armor-plated vehicles. The madder you are, the better off you'll be.

Yet Furiosa draws strength from quiet control; she's a largely silent, sensible observer who refuses to succumb to the insanity of her surroundings. Her origin story, told in Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga, shows similar restraint: The film, in theaters this week, does not move at the breakneck pace of 2015's stupendous Mad Max: Fury Road, an extended chase sequence of a movie that first introduced the character played by Charlize Theron. Instead, Furiosa is a complex, contemplative, and sprawling picture that explores the price of holding on to your humanity--hiding it, tending to it--in a world that argues against its very value. The result is a film that's perhaps less propulsive than its predecessor but no less visceral to watch.

Read: Diary of a madman

Told across five chapters spanning 15 years, Furiosa combines coming-of-age nightmare, romantic tragedy, and revenge tale. We first meet Furiosa as a child (played by a fantastic Alyla Browne) held captive under Dementus (Chris Hemsworth, boasting a prosthetic nose and a jocular squawk), the leader of a biker gang that killed her mother. She then becomes one of the child brides of the warlord Immortan Joe (Lachy Hulme), and quickly learns how to use the chaos of his headquarters, the Citadel, to her advantage. An hour in, Furiosa grows up, and is played by Anya Taylor-Joy; the subsequent chapters chart her mission to punish Dementus; rise within the Citadel's ranks to become a driver of Immortan Joe's prized vehicle, the War Rig; and find a way back to her childhood home, an oasis she calls the Green Place.

In other words, Furiosa is an emotional odyssey. The film is packed with settings, characters, and Mad Max lore, but its ambitious plotting and storytelling scope seem intended to underscore the pressure Furiosa faces. The more cacophonous and violent her experiences become, the more her raw compassion stands out--but rejecting the rot around her only gets harder. She can't find her way back to the Green Place, after all, without following some of the rules of this broken society.

Furiosa still delivers the action expected of a Mad Max film, of course. It opens with Furiosa's mother hunting her daughter's captors, in a set piece that rivals those in Fury Road. The astonishing third chapter, titled "The Stowaway," depicts a brutal assault on the War Rig involving, of all things, airborne motorcycles. And Miller once again fills practically every frame with baroque, gnarly details: shots of a projectile ripping through a man's skull millimeters in front of the camera, a cascade of bullets washing over a character's face like water. Dementus is a particularly memorable creation, a showman whose idea of warfare involves staging elaborate, deceptive scenarios, and who yammers into a microphone any chance he gets.

But what makes Furiosa truly gripping is how much goes unspoken. This is a story told not in dialogue but in the contrast between its grandiose moments of cruelty and its tender touches. Quiet images become more visible and striking as the film goes on: a patch of vegetation growing from the edge of a cliff at the Citadel, a shared glance between characters that conveys mutual respect, a caress of an injured shoulder. Miller overwhelms Furiosa with enough of the franchise's signature orange dunes and blue skies to make you miss the color green--to feel the ache Furiosa feels.

Read: Climate collapse could happen fast

That the inevitable showdown between Dementus and Immortan Joe is told as if it's a footnote to Furiosa's story may disappoint viewers looking for something splashier, but the choice is appropriate. Her story isn't about clashing warlords. It's about how she, little by little, picks up lessons on survival from the worst of this world. From Dementus's bloviating, she learns the value of a disguise. From Immortan Joe's dispensable army of War Boys, she observes the cost of blindly devoting oneself to an impersonal cause. And in losing an arm, she becomes part-human, part-machine, akin to Immortan Joe.

In an interview, Taylor-Joy explained that she wanted Furiosa, after so many scenes of silence, to have just one moment of cathartic release that would capture her profound determination. "I am a really strong advocate of female rage," she said. When her scream arrives, it's satisfying, but I'm not sure the moment is really necessary. In studying the character so carefully, Furiosa makes clear the difference between her self-preservation and others' selfishness, between her steadfast pursuit of home and others' stubborn need for power, and, most of all, between the depth of feeling in her silence and the cheap talk others exchange. There's no mistaking Furiosa for timid. Taylor-Joy herself, in a fine-tuned performance, makes sure of that.

Furiosa is bookended by two questions posed by two very different characters. "As the world falls around us, how must we brave its cruelties?" a figure known as "the History Man" asks in the opening narration. In the final chapter, Dementus taunts Furiosa, asking, "Do you have it in you to make it epic?" Many wanderers in this wasteland have blended those questions together: You brave the world's cruelties by being as epic as possible--no holds barred, no punches pulled. But Furiosa has a different interpretation: You brave the world's cruelties by rejecting the notion of epicness as a goal. Things do not always have to be callously done, fueled by hatred, greed, and gallons of guzzoline. In all this noise, the film demonstrates, there is beauty in the quiet. In all this loss, there can be something gained too.
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The Two Women Who Wrote as 'Michael Field'

Their poems about the experience of beauty help explain the choice to write as one person.

by Walt Hunter




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.


The poetic genius--tortured, solitary--is a familiar figure. Some of the concept's staying power comes from simple wonder: The best poetry makes us marvel at the human spirit's ability to use language in such extraordinary or unusual ways, whether it's "'twas brillig, and the slithy toves" or "beauty is truth, truth beauty,--that is all / Ye know on earth" or "my Life had stood--a Loaded Gun." We tend to be stunned, transported, floored by creativity when we encounter it--which is why the cliches of AI-generated art and poetry still amuse rather than move us.

I've had ample opportunity to think about the poetic process this spring: I've been reading every poem published in The Atlantic since the magazine ran its first issue, in November 1857. So I was delighted to find, in the September and October 1895 issues, two poems by Michael Field. Field was neither a man nor a single person, but rather two women using a single name. Their story complicates the notion that good poetry springs only from a Yeats dreaming in a tower, or a Whitman walking on a beach at night.

The two poets who wrote as "Michael Field" were a niece and her aunt, Edith Emma Cooper and Katherine Harris Bradley. They described themselves as married, slept in the same bed, and have generally been understood to be romantically (incestuously) involved. Copious amounts of their own recently republished diary, and interpretive scholarship by feminists and LGBTQ writers, testify to their relationship. Male pseudonyms were hardly unknown in the 19th century--George Sand and George Eliot were both women--but I haven't come across any other example of two women in an intimate relationship using the name of a man.

"Field" wrote their poetry in dialogue with two of the leading writers and thinkers (and Atlantic contributors) of the day: the art critic and connoisseur Bernard Berenson and the Victorian poet Robert Browning. They also corresponded with the playwright Oscar Wilde, whose trial for homosexuality was a cause celebre of 1895. This was the era of "art for art's sake," of Walter Pater's swoon-worthy prose about the Renaissance, of Aubrey Beardsley's drawings for Wilde's Salome. Field contributed their poetry, plays, and prose to this heady atmosphere, in which beauty was a topic of heated debate. Visiting Berenson in Italy, Field writes in their diary: "My definition of beauty was--that in the (objective) world that attracts emotion."

The Atlantic published only two poems by Field: "Tiger-Lilies" and "Second Thoughts." Both are gems, innovative for their day, and still arresting for ours. The topic of the first poem, "Tiger-Lilies," doesn't necessarily make it stand out; poems about flowers were not exactly unknown in the 19th-century Atlantic. (If you want to read several dozen poems from the 1880s about the arbutus, I can steer you in the right direction.) But Field's poem struck me immediately with its over-the-top, rhapsodic free-fall, repeating words and careening back and forth between long lines and short phrases. The final stanza offers a good example of Field's play with rhyme and rhythm:

It is the wonder
 I am laid under
 By the firm heaves
 And over-tumbling edges of your liberal leaves.


In these lines, I notice the sheer delight in the immediate satisfaction of rhyme--wonder/under--and then again in the delayed satisfaction of the following rhyme, heaves/leaves. Maybe reciting the poem is the verbal equivalent of the pleasure of encountering the vivid orange flower, and so much physical attraction, all at once. The lines are dizzying, decadent. They pull back, three times, only to burst forth in the final line.

I imagine the second poem, "Second Thoughts," which appeared in the magazine a month later, as a response to "Tiger-Lilies." Where "Tiger-Lilies" whirls around an image, "Second Thoughts" is a dramatic monologue (perhaps influenced by the famous Browning, whom the poets called "The Old."). The setting is morning in a bedroom. One lover is awake earlier than the other. She's thinking about going out for the day, but only so that she can come back and have some stories to tell, a "thousand things to say." Then she falls into a beautiful state of distraction:

But at sight of the delicate world within
 That fox-fur collar, from brow to chin,
 At sight of those wonderful eyes from the mine, --
 Coal pupils, an iris of glittering spa,
 And the wild, ironic, defiant shine
 As of a creature behind a bar
 One has captured, and, when three lives are past,
 May hope to reach the heart of at last, --


The lines move forward by developing the metaphor. First, the "world" that is the face, then the "mine" that are the (black) eyes, then the "glittering" spa waters that are the "iris." The "shine" of the eyes belongs, in an astonishing leap, to a zoo animal who turns into a character in a fairy tale, enchanted by a spell. Needless to say, no one gets out of bed.

Of course these poems are about a flower and a morning after (or before, or both). But at some point they get hijacked by their true subject, which is the state of ecstasy, the total absorption and immersion that beauty can create. The experience of beauty, the appreciation of a flower or a lover, isn't a selfish or solitary one here--there's no wandering "lonely as a cloud" for Michael Field. "It is the wonder / I am laid under": The self is overtaken, pulled under, distracted to the point of vanishing.

I could look at the controversial personal lives of Bradley and Cooper to explain the pseudonym, or try to conjecture about the effect of adopting a male name in the artistic milieu of the 1890s. But the two poems here offer another explanation for their choice to write as one person. Beauty attracts emotion. Emotion draws you out of yourself. Writing poetry, for Field, requires more than one mind and heart at work. The dual pseudonym of "Michael Field" is more than a name. It's a claim about the source of poetry and the collateral benefit that the encounter with beauty brings--not access to the truth, but submersion in love.
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Praising Trump With Faint Damnation

How can people who claim to be followers of Jesus support a man of undisguised moral degeneracy?

by Peter Wehner




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


Franklin Graham, one of America's most well-known evangelicals, recently did what he has never done before: He offered a critical assessment of Donald Trump. Speaking to The Wall Street Journal not long ago, Graham conceded that Trump--twice impeached, thrice married, and four times indicted--at times uses "locker room" talk.

That's right; that was it. And even Graham's mildest of all possible criticisms of the former president was accompanied by a compliment: Trump may sound a bit bawdy at times, according to Graham, but at least he doesn't hide it! Come now in praise of Donald Trump's authenticity.

All of us, even Graham, know deep down that corruption pervades every aspect of Trump's life--personal, political, and financial. Only a few months after having been found liable for sexually assaulting and defaming a woman, Trump is on trial in New York City, having been charged with falsifying 34 business records related to the reimbursement of a $130,000 hush-money payment to a porn star, Stormy Daniels, who says she had a sexual encounter with him. Yet Graham, a right-wing culture warrior who throughout his life has obsessed over sexual sin, has given Trump a mulligan, time and time and time again. Despite all of Trump's transgressions, Graham has campaigned for him, and insists he will go down "as one of the great presidents of our nation."

From the January/February 2024 issue: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

The narrative that's being pushed by Graham is that Trump's "locker room" talk and "mean tweets" are his worst transgressions.

This assertion is a lie, ignoble but in some respects understandable. After all, Trump supporters can't defend who Trump really is, the awful things he does and says. They can't defend his lawlessness and cruelty and crudity, the attempted coups and encouragement to his supporters to violently storm the Capitol and hang his vice president. They can't defend his fraud and promiscuity, his love of conspiracy theories and affinity for dictators, his pathological lying and deranged rants, his misogyny and racism, his mocking of prisoners of war and those with disabilities. So they take his least problematic actions and pretend they're his most problematic offenses. It's the opposite of damning someone with faint praise; in this case, it's praising Trump with faint damnation.

This is a common approach within MAGA world, but especially among white evangelical Christians. They are Trump's most reliable supporters. He owes his political career to them.

The question I've been asked as much as any other during the Trump era is how people who claim to be followers of Jesus can offer such dependable, even enthusiastic, support to a man of undisguised moral degeneracy. Why do they rally around Trump in overwhelming numbers even when there are very solid conservative alternatives to him, such as former South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley, in 2024? How can Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, who recently told Sean Hannity that if you read the Bible you'll understand his entire worldview, appear at Trump's hush-money trial in Manhattan to show his moral support for such a morally compromised man? (Ironically, Johnson claims he has installed "accountability software," Covenant Eyes, on his and his family's electronic devices to ensure that they don't watch porn.)

How did we end up in a situation that led the late Timothy J. Keller, who was one of the most trusted Christian ministers in the world, to say that the word evangelical used to denote people who staked out the moral high ground--but now, in popular usage, is nearly synonymous with hypocrite?

The answer is complicated. Part of the explanation is that many white evangelicals have convinced themselves that if Democrats win public office, especially the presidency, abortion and crime rates will skyrocket, there will be a "war on Christianity," and America will become a hellscape.

The fact that the empirical evidence doesn't support this claim doesn't matter to them; they feel it's true, they tell one another it's true, and so they operate on the assumption that it must be true. It's not enough to say that Democrats are wrong on some important matters and radicalized in some troubling ways; things need to be framed as an existential battle, as good versus evil, as God versus Satan.

They believe, too, that to criticize their own side in this life-and-death struggle would be traitorous. With the stakes so high, with the consequences of defeat so catastrophic, they are willing to embrace un-Christian means to achieve what they believe to be the greater moral good.

"For some on the religious right," Malcolm Gladwell wrote in an American Spectator essay in 1986, "advancing a political agenda has come to take precedence over even the most basic ethical considerations." This has been a decades-long through line.

Another reason things are playing out the way they are in the white evangelical world is that its leaders are giving in to the ancient temptation of proximity to political power, choosing to be court pastors in order to win the favor of the king. They are thrilled to be taken seriously, thrilled to be offered invitations to the halls of power, thrilled to be seen having influence in this world. In my years in politics, I've never found a group as easily seduced by political power as evangelicals.

An analogy might be helpful here. Imagine a middle-school student, awkward and lacking social skills, not particularly popular, longing to be asked to sit at the cool kids' table. It would mean everything to that student to be invited in--and once in, they would do anything to stay. To lose their newfound social status would feel like death.
 
 Franklin Graham's father, Billy Graham, was known as the "pastor to the presidents." He admitted near the end of his life that he wished he had steered clear of politics, that "looking back, I know I sometimes crossed the line, and I wouldn't do that now." That lesson has been lost on his son and on the entirety of the religious right. They have crossed the line repeatedly, and they would eagerly do so again. The allure is too great, their capacity to resist it too weak.

There is also this unsettling fact: Too many people who claim to be Christians treat Jesus as a "hood ornament," to quote my friend Russell Moore. Christianity is for them an add-on, something they use to validate their preexisting ideological and partisan political beliefs. The Bible is useful to the extent that it acts as proof text for what they already believe.

If you examine Christian fundamentalism and the evangelical subculture--not all of it, by any means, but significant parts of it--you'll discover that antipathy rather than love is treated as vivifying, energizing, even life-giving. Enmity--in particular, enmity for Democrats, for progressives, and for Never Trumpers--is the entry emotion into a broader community; it provides a tribal home, one that thrives on conflict and hostility. The example of Jesus is not just inconvenient for these adherents; it is a thousand light-years away.

It's certainly true that not all of the evangelical world is fully aligned with the MAGA movement. There are many evangelicals, including many pastors and people in positions of leadership, who are queasy about Trump and about how many American Christians support him. But a lot of them are unwilling to speak out, so they can avoid conflict. They don't want to politicize the Church, which is an understandable impulse.
 
 The problem, however, is that Christian institutions are collapsing in the face of aggressive assaults by the Christian right. We saw that recently with the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), a conservative denomination, which first invited the writer David French to speak on a panel about political polarization and then, in the face of a right-wing online backlash, disinvited him.

French had agreed to appear on the panel after only having been approached by an individual within the PCA; he did it as a favor. Moreover, he reminded the PCA that he was no longer a member, and the PCA was warned that French was controversial on the far right. Was it ready to take the heat? He was assured the PCA was--until the PCA and its stated clerk, Bryan Chapell, folded. The failure of courage by Chapell and his colleagues in the PCA has been replicated in one Christian institution after another during the Trump era.

Most evangelicals would say that converting people to the Christian faith is among the highest callings of their lives. For them, "winning souls"--bringing the message of salvation to those who do not believe--is essential. Whatever non-Christians might feel about that mission, and how much grace and sensitivity Christians have demonstrated in fulfilling it, for many Christians it's consistent with Jesus's injunction to "make disciples of all nations." Which makes the evangelical embrace of the MAGA ethic particularly problematic.

It was clear at the outset of the Trump era that the decision of many fundamentalists and evangelicals to embrace him, despite his brutishness and degeneracy, would come at very high cost to the Christian witness. The hypocrisy and self-righteousness has been staggering and almost unimaginable. It's hard to think of a more effective way that the enemies of Christianity could have discredited the faith than what we've seen unfold since 2016.

From the June 2022 issue: How politics poisoned the evangelical Church

In Walker Percy's The Second Coming, Will Barrett, the novel's main character, says of Christians, "I cannot be sure they don't have the truth. But if they have the truth, why is it the case that they are repellent precisely to the degree that they embrace and advertise that truth? One might even become a Christian if there were few if any Christians around. Have you ever lived in the midst of fifteen million Southern Baptists?" Barrett then puts forward a mystery: "If the good news is true, why is not one pleased to hear it? And if the good news is true; why are its public proclaimers such assholes and the proclamation itself such a weary used-up thing?"

It need not be this way. There have been many moments of glory and beauty, of extraordinary benevolence and selflessness, in Christianity's witness to the world. The main reason for the spread of Christianity in its first three centuries was that its adherents demonstrated compassion and sacrificial love, particularly toward the powerless and the marginalized, toward widows and orphans, the imprisoned and the sick, the social outcasts. Christianity spread the concept that all are made in the image of God and therefore have inherent human dignity. It was "an unprecedented idea at the time, and one to which our world owes its entire democratic inheritance," according to the French philosopher and secular humanist Luc Ferry.

My own life has been indelibly shaped by people of the Christian faith who have loved me; they have walked with me through periods of grief and pain, listened to my questions and doubts, and created cherished moments and memories. They have enriched my life, and I know that their lives are more merciful and joyful and generous because of their faith. I have seen a handful of people I've loved walk through the valley of the shadow of death with dignity, courage, and faithfulness.

One of them was Steve Hayner, who served as the president of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship and Columbia Theological Seminary. The last time I saw Steve, who died in 2015, he uttered words that I have continued to hold close to my heart. The central character of God, Steve said, is love and grace, and the central mission of Christians is to extend God's hand of grace to others.

That is the answer to Will Barrett's mystery.
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The OpenAI Dustup Signals a Bigger Problem

A conversation with Charlie Warzel about the unsettling implications of Scarlett Johansson's feud with OpenAI

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.


Last week, OpenAI demonstrated new voice options for its AI assistant. One of them, called Sky, sounded strikingly similar to Scarlett Johansson's portrayal of a robot companion in the 2013 movie Her. On Monday, Johansson released a statement expressing her anger and "disbelief" that Sam Altman, the company's CEO, had chosen a voice that closely resembled her own; she alleged that the company had asked to use her voice months earlier for its ChatGPT service, and that she had said no. (Altman maintained that the voice of Sky was "never intended to resemble" Johansson's, and he said that OpenAI had cast the voice actor before reaching out to Johansson.)

As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote yesterday in The Atlantic, "The Johansson scandal is merely a reminder of AI's manifest-destiny philosophy: This is happening, whether you like it or not." I spoke with Charlie this morning about the hubris of OpenAI's leadership, the uncanny use of human-sounding AI, and to what extent OpenAI has adopted a "move fast and break things" mentality.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The British prime minister bowed to the inevitable.
 	"The judge hates Donald Trump."
 	Ozempic patients need an off-ramp.




Her Voice

Lora Kelley: From the beginning, OpenAI has emphasized its lofty mission "to ensure that artificial general intelligence benefits all of humanity." Now I'm wondering: Are they just operating like any other tech company trying to win?

Charlie Warzel: OpenAI sees a huge opening for their technology--and in some sense, they're behaving like any other tech company in trying to monetize it. But they also need a cultural shift in people's expectations around using generative-AI tools. Right now, despite the fact that lots of people use generative AI, it's still only a subset. OpenAI is trying to find ways to make this technology feel a little more human and a little easier to adopt in people's everyday lives. That to me was the salient part of the situation with Scarlett Johansson: She alleges that Sam Altman said that her voice would be comforting to people.

I believe that the company sees its new AI assistant as a step toward making OpenAI even more of a household name, and making their products seem less wild or dystopian. To them, that type of normalization probably feels like it serves their revolutionary vision. It's also so much easier to raise money for this from outside investors if you can say, Our voice assistant is used by a ton of people already.

Lora: Johansson alleges that the company copied her voice when developing Sky. Last week, Sam Altman even posted the word "her" on X, which many interpreted as a reference to the movie. Even beyond how similar this voice sounded to Johansson's, I was struck by how flirtatious and giggly the female-voiced AI tool sounded.

Charlie: There are many levels to it. The gendered, flirty aspect is weird and potentially unsettling. But if the allegations that the tool is referencing Her are accurate, then it also seems kind of like an embarrassing lack of creativity from a company that has historically wowed people with innovation. This company has said that its mission is to create a godlike intelligence. Now their newest product could be seen as them just copying the thing from that movie. It's very on the nose--to say nothing of the irony that the movie Her is a cautionary tale.

Lora: How does the narrative that AI is an inevitable part of the future serve OpenAI?

Charlie: When you listen to employees of the company talk, there's this sense of: Just come on board, the train isn't going to stop. I find that really striking. They seem to be sending the message that this technology is so revolutionary that it can't be ignored, and we're going to deploy it, and your life will inevitably change as a result. There's so much hubris there, for them to think that a group of unelected people can change society in that way, and also that they confidently know that this is the right future.

I don't want to reflexively rail against the idea of building new, transformative technologies. I just think that there is a hand-waving, dismissive nature to the way that this crew talks about what they're building.

Lora: What does this dustup tell us about Altman and his role as the leader in a moment of major change?

Charlie: Sam Altman is really good at talking about AI in a very serious and nuanced way--when he does it publicly. But behind the scenes, it may be a different story.

When he was fired from OpenAI in November, the board said that he was not "consistently candid" in his conversations with them. If Scarlett Johansson's allegations are true, it would also suggest that he was not behaving in a consistently candid manner in those dealings.

And when stuff like this comes to light, it actually does cast doubt on his ability to effectively lead this company. The public stance of OpenAI has always been that the company is building this transformative technology, which could have massive downsides. However, they say that they operate in an extremely ethical and deeply considered manner--so you should trust them to build this.

This episode suggests that perhaps the company has a standard "move fast and break things" mentality. That, on top of other recent unforced errors--Altman's abrupt firing before getting rehired, the resignations of employees focused on AI safety--gives us a view into how the company operates when it's not being watched. Knowing that this is the group of people building this technology doesn't give me a great sense of relief.

Related:

	OpenAI just gave away the entire game.
 	Does Sam Altman know what he's creating?




Today's News

	The CDC reported a second human case of bird flu, in a Michigan farmworker. It remains a low risk to the general public, according to officials.
 	A New York Times report found that an "Appeal to Heaven" flag, a symbol "associated with a push for a more Christian-minded government," flew at Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito's vacation home last summer. Alito and the court declined to respond to questions about the flag.
 	In a symbolic but historic move, Norway, Spain, and Ireland said that they would formally recognize a Palestinian state next week. In response, Israel has recalled its ambassadors from those countries.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Plastic allows farmers to use less water and fertilizer, John Gove writes. But at the end of each season, they're left with a pile of waste.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Why Is Charlie Kirk Selling Me Food Rations?

By Ali Breland

Charlie Kirk is worked up. "The world is in flames, and Bidenomics is a complete and total disaster," the conservative influencer said during a recent episode of his podcast The Charlie Kirk Show. "But it can't and won't ruin my day," he continued. "Why? 'Cause I start my day with a hot America First cup of Blackout Coffee." Liberals have brought about economic Armageddon, but first, coffee ...
 These ads espouse conservative values and talking points, mostly in service of promoting brands such as Blackout Coffee, which sells a "2nd Amendment" medium-roast blend and "Covert Op Cold Brew." The commercial breaks sounded like something from an alternate universe. The more I listened to them, the more I came to understand that that was the point.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A peace deal that seems designed to fail
 	How do the families of the Hamas hostages endure the agony?
 	The difference between polls and public opinion
 	The great academic squirm




Culture Break


Photograph by Imai Hisae. Courtesy of The Third Gallery Aya



Look inside. R. O. Kwon's new novel, Exhibit, is a searching and introspective book about overcoming the barriers to self-discovery, writes Hannah Giorgis.

Read. "Nothing Is a Body," a new poem by Jan Beatty:

"I wish I had the dust of you, a grave / to visit. I'm running on your sea legs right now, / tired of the little bits--not even leftovers."

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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

R. O. Kwon's new novel, <em>Exhibit</em>, takes an expansive view of the things that women are punished for wanting.

by Hannah Giorgis




When we meet Jin, the protagonist of R. O. Kwon's new novel, Exhibit, the 29-year-old photographer is in a holding pattern: For months, she's been incapable of producing a single image she wants to keep. Joining this creative atrophy is a new, existential gulf in her marriage: Philip, her husband, suddenly wants a child, and no part of Jin echoes the sentiment. Such disconnects might prompt a person on the cusp of their 30s to seek the guidance of friends, a therapist, or perhaps religion--time-honored, if also unexciting, options for someone invested in resolving their personal or marital conflicts. Jin, however, finds herself taking a very different route. Early in Exhibit, she goes from privately nursing her frustrations to sharing them with an alluring stranger. In place of confusion, she begins to feel something that had been eluding her: intense, exhilarating desire.

Philip hadn't just presented Jin with a surprising new wish to have a child; he'd also been struggling to indulge one of her emergent longings. "Philip, I wish you'd hurt me," she says early in the novel. While Philip strains to understand why Jin might want to engage in BDSM, the stranger Jin confides in is not a newcomer to the practice. Lidija Jung, an injured ballerina Jin met through a mutual friend, greets Jin's need to be submissive--to derive pleasure from pain being inflicted on her by someone she trusts--with eager acceptance. Stern and daring, she ushers Jin into the world of kink, a foray that reignites the frustrated photographer's creativity. Their escalating intimacy becomes a container for Jin's guilt over the yearnings she doesn't feel, and an accelerant for the ones she does.

Like most affairs, the illicit relationship at the center of Kwon's novel does not actually begin with sex. Jin has been hiding the conflict in her marriage from her loved ones, but it's one of the first secrets she admits to Lidija--the only other Korean American woman at a friend's party. The pull she feels toward Lidija is instantaneous and impossible to ignore. In her memory of their first encounter, Jin recalls Lidija sticking out as though a spotlight is shining on her--"this large halo, glaring like a path to the sun." In a conversation that begins poolside and stretches late into the night around a firepit, Jin divulges her artistic ambitions and erotic desires. "Lidija's life had but slight overlap with mine," she thinks. "I might risk being honest." But any distance between the women is short-lived, and the risk wildly underestimated.

Soon, Jin's life revolves almost entirely around Lidija, who gives Jin space to explore her interest in kink without fear of judgment. Complicating the tidy moral boxes of a straightforward infidelity story, Exhibit takes an expansive view of the things that women are punished for wanting. At times, the sheer ferocity of Jin's desire is uncomfortable to read. But the novel doesn't demand a reader's approval of Jin's cheating; whether she is justified in hurtling toward her urges matters less than the spectacle of her craving. Searching and introspective, Exhibit reflects some of the same social issues that Kwon has addressed in her nonfiction--the stigmatization of kink, the complexities of queerness, and the constant, destabilizing threat of violence against Asian women. Kwon presents these concepts as barriers to self-discovery: Jin's clandestine journey teaches her, in part, how to want.
 
 In vignettes that jump between periods of Jin's life, Exhibit sketches a portrait of a woman at odds with the expectations placed on her. Once intent on surrendering her life to the Lord, she loses her faith during her college years--yet unlike the fanatical cult devotee at the center of Kwon's first novel, The Incendiaries, Jin isn't led to violence by her disillusionment. Photography offered one path to catharsis for Jin's spiritual crisis: She made large-scale triptychs depicting "lustful pilgrims who, for a sight of the desired face, will trek land, beg, hope, abjure, living discalced." These snapshots, which sublimate her prior devotion, anchored a buzzy solo exhibition--and, months later, still attract the ire of religious zealots who deemed it sacrilegious. As Jin wrestles with public accusations of blasphemy, she also feels the weight of a rift with her mother, who refused to attend her daughter's secular wedding. The mother-daughter scenes are some of the novel's most affecting, showing the ripple effects of Jin's selfish rebellions outside the narrow domains of romance or religion. That familial titles--mother, father--are written only in Hangul deepens the sense of strained, diasporic intimacy.

Read: The generational clash at Pride is actually a sign of progress

Before the start of her relationship with Lidija, Jin had already spent years of her marriage outside the bounds of socially acceptable femininity: She never wanted to become a mother, and didn't pretend otherwise. Often, she found, her refusal to have a child seemed to upset people--a judgment that did not extend to men, as no one had thought Philip was strange for not imagining himself a father when they'd married. For women, she concludes, the decision not to have children represents a fundamental rejection of the natural order, a defiance that could very well signal something more sinister: "People start asking, So, what else might this bitch think of doing?" Lidija observes in one of her many brisk, illuminating exchanges with Jin.

Jin's queerness adds an additional layer to what she experiences as widespread suspicion of child-free women's motives.  The novel channels--and reframes--a point that the author has made in her own life: In 2018, Kwon, who is married, came out as bisexual on Twitter. In an essay explaining this decision, Kwon wrote that the second-most-common lie about bisexual people is that "we're unusually promiscuous, sexually greedy, incapable of monogamy. None of this is true." Indeed, Exhibit takes great care to show that Jin's bisexuality isn't what compels her to cheat: Jin had slept with several women before meeting Philip, and publicly came out while married. The lust she feels for Lidija isn't the result of lifelong queer repression; Jin's destructive decisions are her own choices, not the supposedly innate pathology of all bisexual people. Jin is painfully aware of these attitudes, and of beliefs about queer people within her own community. Even when she's acting reprehensibly, Jin still values pushing back against the dogma of elders who insist that queerness is a foreign plague afflicting white people, not Koreans.

Spending time with Lidija, a relationship that is clarifying and sacrosanct even as it sows deceit, offers Jin a reprieve from ill-fitting roles: dutiful daughter, reverent parishioner, self-sacrificing wife. With Lidija, Jin is neither a heretic nor a would-be mother. She's a formidable artist, one whose dormant craft is reinvigorated by the freedom and inspiration she finds in another Korean American woman. Insulated from the power imbalances that restrict women's lives, Jin can finally reckon with the role that power plays in sex. Providing Jin the pain she craves, the pain it took her so long to ask for, doesn't give Lidija any pause. To Jin, the affair is a kind of revelation. "I'd leapt past shame to a fresh, unruled place," she thinks.

Exhibit spends considerable time exploring how Jin's and Lidija's innermost desires are refracted through another damaging external lens: common racist stereotypes that portray Asian, and Asian American, women as naturally subservient. As a high-profile ballerina, "Lidija's life relied, for the most part, on white people's rating of bodies on the stage. Often, hers might be judged foreign." Lidija couldn't change how other people assessed her body. But she did, until her injury, have power over what it could achieve, and her penchant for control offstage is inextricable from her artistic mandate. Lidija, who has trained her own body to withstand pain, trains Jin's body to do the same, and the indulgent interplay sparks something in both women.

With Lidija, Jin no longer has to hide, or apologize for her submission. But Jin still struggles to fully feel, much less publicly embrace, her love of kink, and as she considers the possibility of exhibiting self-portraits as a submissive, the thought inflames the same anxieties that had kept her from sharing this part of herself with her husband. Kink doesn't exist in a vacuum; the racism that shapes so many other parts of American life can influence how people engage with it. Projecting images of her consenting to submission would still be "just what people expect, that I'll be servile, quiet," she tells Lidija. "I'll add to the china-doll trope. It gets us killed."

Exhibit treats both art and desire as serious pursuits, so the weighty proclamation doesn't feel out of place in the women's conversation. But Lidija doesn't reflect the same anxiety back to Jin. Irreverent and self-assured, she challenges Jin's timidity without dismissing the concern. The exchange is so tender that, for a moment, it's tempting to forget that most secrets like theirs don't stay hidden. No matter what becomes of the affair, though, Jin will emerge a different version of herself. Having ached for so long, she's transformed by the thrill--and peril--of getting what she wants. Exhibit's unflinching portrayal asks what we might learn from confronting some of the reasons for her stasis. Jin's misdeeds are fictional, but the societal constraints she faces exist well outside the novel's pages.
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        Trump Claims He Can Free an American Detainee--If He's Reelected
        Tom Nichols

        Donald Trump posted on Truth Social today that he can free the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich from his unjust detainment in Russia--but only after he is elected president.
Evan Gershkovich, the Reporter from The Wall Street Journal, who is being held by Russia, will be released almost immediately after the Election, but definitely before I assume Office. He will be HOME, SAFE, AND WITH HIS FAMILY. Vladimir Putin, President of Russia, will do that for me, but not for anyone else, and...

      

      
        Praising Trump With Faint Damnation
        Peter Wehner

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Franklin Graham, one of America's most well-known evangelicals, recently did what he has never done before: He offered a critical assessment of Donald Trump. Speaking to The Wall Street Journal not long ago, Graham conceded that Trump--twice impeached, thrice married, and four times indicted--at times uses "locker room" talk.That's right; that was it. And even Graham's mildest of all possible criticisms of the former presid...

      

      
        Nikki Haley Surrendered, but Not Her Voters
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The views of Nikki Haley Republicans--pro-Ukraine, pro-Israel, pro-market--reflect all those things that Republicans used to think in that bygone era when Reagans and Bushes and Romneys roamed the Earth. But few feel any emotional bond to Haley. If she gives a Ted Kennedy-style "dream shall never die" speech at the Republican convention in Milwaukee this summer, they won't tear up. They'll wonder what the hell she imagines ...

      

      
        'The Judge Hates Donald Trump'
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Since the New York State judge Juan Merchan fined and scolded Donald Trump earlier this month for violating a gag order in his criminal trial, the former president has been on ... well, maybe not his best behavior, but certainly better behavior. For a couple of weeks, he avoided statements that might be construed as violating the order, before he started to test the boundaries again.The order is intended to protect the sanc...

      

      
        The Voters Who Don't Really Know Donald Trump
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The oldest president in American history has a problem with the nation's youngest voters.Support from voters under 30 has powered every Democratic presidential victory for the past half century; Joe Biden carried the demographic by 24 points in 2020, his biggest margin of any age group. But according to several recent surveys, the president's support among young voters has plummeted. Polls covering six swing states releas...

      

      
        Ladies and Gentlemen, the State of Things
        Elaine Godfrey

        Updated on Friday, May 17 at 3:27 pmThree high-profile women in Congress got into it last night during a meeting of the House Oversight Committee, in what some outlets have described as a "heated exchange." But that label feels too dignified. Instead, the whole scene played out like a Saturday Night Live sketch: a cringeworthy five-minute commentary on the miserable state of American politics.Unless you are perpetually online, you may have missed the drama. I'll recap: The scene unfolded during a...
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Trump Claims He Can Free an American Detainee--If He's Reelected

The former president said that if he wins in November, Putin will release Evan Gershkovich. It's an odd assertion, even by Trump's standards.

by Tom Nichols




Donald Trump posted on Truth Social today that he can free the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich from his unjust detainment in Russia--but only after he is elected president.

Evan Gershkovich, the Reporter from The Wall Street Journal, who is being held by Russia, will be released almost immediately after the Election, but definitely before I assume Office. He will be HOME, SAFE, AND WITH HIS FAMILY. Vladimir Putin, President of Russia, will do that for me, but not for anyone else, and WE WILL BE PAYING NOTHING!


Trump, of course, has a tendency to make claims in which he is the only solution to a difficult problem--"I alone can fix it" was part of his 2016-campaign rhetoric. But even by Trump's standards, this is an odd assertion for several reasons, including small detail that the Russians have denied any contact with Trump about Gershkovich. (The Kremlin even seemed to reprimand the former president: "Any contact regarding those imprisoned or convicted," Vladimir Putin's press secretary, Dmitry Peskov, said today, "must be carried out in complete silence and in a discreet manner.")

In his post, Trump seems to be claiming some sort of special friendship with Putin. The evidence from their meetings over the years is that the two presidents are not personal friends; Trump, for his part, seems very much intimidated by Putin.

David A. Graham: The real meaning of Trump's 'unified Reich' post

But perhaps such a relationship exists, and maybe Trump can spring Gershkovich. If so, Gershkovich's family and others might wonder why Trump would wait until after the election to help an American citizen: Trump could call Putin right now and ask for Gershkovich's release. When asked by Time magazine why he hadn't done so, Trump said that he'd been too busy, but added: "And I probably have said very good things about him," meaning Gershkovich.

Probably? 

In any case, there is no U.S. law prohibiting anyone from making an appeal to a foreign leader, and several prominent Americans have made similar efforts. In 1984, for example, Reverend Jesse Jackson traveled to Syria to seek the freedom of a downed U.S. pilot, and former President Bill Clinton went to North Korea in 2009 to bring home two detained Americans.

Indeed, it would be a show of power if Trump, with a phone call, could succeed where President Joe Biden has so far failed. Trump's post, however, implies that he is almost gleeful that Gershkovich will be left in a Russian jail if the American public fails to offer Trump the presidency again.
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Praising Trump With Faint Damnation

How can people who claim to be followers of Jesus support a man of undisguised moral degeneracy?

by Peter Wehner




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


Franklin Graham, one of America's most well-known evangelicals, recently did what he has never done before: He offered a critical assessment of Donald Trump. Speaking to The Wall Street Journal not long ago, Graham conceded that Trump--twice impeached, thrice married, and four times indicted--at times uses "locker room" talk.

That's right; that was it. And even Graham's mildest of all possible criticisms of the former president was accompanied by a compliment: Trump may sound a bit bawdy at times, according to Graham, but at least he doesn't hide it! Come now in praise of Donald Trump's authenticity.

All of us, even Graham, know deep down that corruption pervades every aspect of Trump's life--personal, political, and financial. Only a few months after having been found liable for sexually assaulting and defaming a woman, Trump is on trial in New York City, having been charged with falsifying 34 business records related to the reimbursement of a $130,000 hush-money payment to a porn star, Stormy Daniels, who says she had a sexual encounter with him. Yet Graham, a right-wing culture warrior who throughout his life has obsessed over sexual sin, has given Trump a mulligan, time and time and time again. Despite all of Trump's transgressions, Graham has campaigned for him, and insists he will go down "as one of the great presidents of our nation."

From the January/February 2024 issue: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

The narrative that's being pushed by Graham is that Trump's "locker room" talk and "mean tweets" are his worst transgressions.

This assertion is a lie, ignoble but in some respects understandable. After all, Trump supporters can't defend who Trump really is, the awful things he does and says. They can't defend his lawlessness and cruelty and crudity, the attempted coups and encouragement to his supporters to violently storm the Capitol and hang his vice president. They can't defend his fraud and promiscuity, his love of conspiracy theories and affinity for dictators, his pathological lying and deranged rants, his misogyny and racism, his mocking of prisoners of war and those with disabilities. So they take his least problematic actions and pretend they're his most problematic offenses. It's the opposite of damning someone with faint praise; in this case, it's praising Trump with faint damnation.

This is a common approach within MAGA world, but especially among white evangelical Christians. They are Trump's most reliable supporters. He owes his political career to them.

The question I've been asked as much as any other during the Trump era is how people who claim to be followers of Jesus can offer such dependable, even enthusiastic, support to a man of undisguised moral degeneracy. Why do they rally around Trump in overwhelming numbers even when there are very solid conservative alternatives to him, such as former South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley, in 2024? How can Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, who recently told Sean Hannity that if you read the Bible you'll understand his entire worldview, appear at Trump's hush-money trial in Manhattan to show his moral support for such a morally compromised man? (Ironically, Johnson claims he has installed "accountability software," Covenant Eyes, on his and his family's electronic devices to ensure that they don't watch porn.)

How did we end up in a situation that led the late Timothy J. Keller, who was one of the most trusted Christian ministers in the world, to say that the word evangelical used to denote people who staked out the moral high ground--but now, in popular usage, is nearly synonymous with hypocrite?

The answer is complicated. Part of the explanation is that many white evangelicals have convinced themselves that if Democrats win public office, especially the presidency, abortion and crime rates will skyrocket, there will be a "war on Christianity," and America will become a hellscape.

The fact that the empirical evidence doesn't support this claim doesn't matter to them; they feel it's true, they tell one another it's true, and so they operate on the assumption that it must be true. It's not enough to say that Democrats are wrong on some important matters and radicalized in some troubling ways; things need to be framed as an existential battle, as good versus evil, as God versus Satan.

They believe, too, that to criticize their own side in this life-and-death struggle would be traitorous. With the stakes so high, with the consequences of defeat so catastrophic, they are willing to embrace un-Christian means to achieve what they believe to be the greater moral good.

"For some on the religious right," Malcolm Gladwell wrote in an American Spectator essay in 1986, "advancing a political agenda has come to take precedence over even the most basic ethical considerations." This has been a decades-long through line.

Another reason things are playing out the way they are in the white evangelical world is that its leaders are giving in to the ancient temptation of proximity to political power, choosing to be court pastors in order to win the favor of the king. They are thrilled to be taken seriously, thrilled to be offered invitations to the halls of power, thrilled to be seen having influence in this world. In my years in politics, I've never found a group as easily seduced by political power as evangelicals.

An analogy might be helpful here. Imagine a middle-school student, awkward and lacking social skills, not particularly popular, longing to be asked to sit at the cool kids' table. It would mean everything to that student to be invited in--and once in, they would do anything to stay. To lose their newfound social status would feel like death.
 
 Franklin Graham's father, Billy Graham, was known as the "pastor to the presidents." He admitted near the end of his life that he wished he had steered clear of politics, that "looking back, I know I sometimes crossed the line, and I wouldn't do that now." That lesson has been lost on his son and on the entirety of the religious right. They have crossed the line repeatedly, and they would eagerly do so again. The allure is too great, their capacity to resist it too weak.

There is also this unsettling fact: Too many people who claim to be Christians treat Jesus as a "hood ornament," to quote my friend Russell Moore. Christianity is for them an add-on, something they use to validate their preexisting ideological and partisan political beliefs. The Bible is useful to the extent that it acts as proof text for what they already believe.

If you examine Christian fundamentalism and the evangelical subculture--not all of it, by any means, but significant parts of it--you'll discover that antipathy rather than love is treated as vivifying, energizing, even life-giving. Enmity--in particular, enmity for Democrats, for progressives, and for Never Trumpers--is the entry emotion into a broader community; it provides a tribal home, one that thrives on conflict and hostility. The example of Jesus is not just inconvenient for these adherents; it is a thousand light-years away.

It's certainly true that not all of the evangelical world is fully aligned with the MAGA movement. There are many evangelicals, including many pastors and people in positions of leadership, who are queasy about Trump and about how many American Christians support him. But a lot of them are unwilling to speak out, so they can avoid conflict. They don't want to politicize the Church, which is an understandable impulse.
 
 The problem, however, is that Christian institutions are collapsing in the face of aggressive assaults by the Christian right. We saw that recently with the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), a conservative denomination, which first invited the writer David French to speak on a panel about political polarization and then, in the face of a right-wing online backlash, disinvited him.

French had agreed to appear on the panel after only having been approached by an individual within the PCA; he did it as a favor. Moreover, he reminded the PCA that he was no longer a member, and the PCA was warned that French was controversial on the far right. Was it ready to take the heat? He was assured the PCA was--until the PCA and its stated clerk, Bryan Chapell, folded. The failure of courage by Chapell and his colleagues in the PCA has been replicated in one Christian institution after another during the Trump era.

Most evangelicals would say that converting people to the Christian faith is among the highest callings of their lives. For them, "winning souls"--bringing the message of salvation to those who do not believe--is essential. Whatever non-Christians might feel about that mission, and how much grace and sensitivity Christians have demonstrated in fulfilling it, for many Christians it's consistent with Jesus's injunction to "make disciples of all nations." Which makes the evangelical embrace of the MAGA ethic particularly problematic.

It was clear at the outset of the Trump era that the decision of many fundamentalists and evangelicals to embrace him, despite his brutishness and degeneracy, would come at very high cost to the Christian witness. The hypocrisy and self-righteousness has been staggering and almost unimaginable. It's hard to think of a more effective way that the enemies of Christianity could have discredited the faith than what we've seen unfold since 2016.

From the June 2022 issue: How politics poisoned the evangelical Church

In Walker Percy's The Second Coming, Will Barrett, the novel's main character, says of Christians, "I cannot be sure they don't have the truth. But if they have the truth, why is it the case that they are repellent precisely to the degree that they embrace and advertise that truth? One might even become a Christian if there were few if any Christians around. Have you ever lived in the midst of fifteen million Southern Baptists?" Barrett then puts forward a mystery: "If the good news is true, why is not one pleased to hear it? And if the good news is true; why are its public proclaimers such assholes and the proclamation itself such a weary used-up thing?"

It need not be this way. There have been many moments of glory and beauty, of extraordinary benevolence and selflessness, in Christianity's witness to the world. The main reason for the spread of Christianity in its first three centuries was that its adherents demonstrated compassion and sacrificial love, particularly toward the powerless and the marginalized, toward widows and orphans, the imprisoned and the sick, the social outcasts. Christianity spread the concept that all are made in the image of God and therefore have inherent human dignity. It was "an unprecedented idea at the time, and one to which our world owes its entire democratic inheritance," according to the French philosopher and secular humanist Luc Ferry.

My own life has been indelibly shaped by people of the Christian faith who have loved me; they have walked with me through periods of grief and pain, listened to my questions and doubts, and created cherished moments and memories. They have enriched my life, and I know that their lives are more merciful and joyful and generous because of their faith. I have seen a handful of people I've loved walk through the valley of the shadow of death with dignity, courage, and faithfulness.

One of them was Steve Hayner, who served as the president of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship and Columbia Theological Seminary. The last time I saw Steve, who died in 2015, he uttered words that I have continued to hold close to my heart. The central character of God, Steve said, is love and grace, and the central mission of Christians is to extend God's hand of grace to others.

That is the answer to Will Barrett's mystery.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/05/praising-trump-faint-damnation/678464/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Nikki Haley Surrendered, but Not Her Voters

Republican primary voters turned to Haley to oppose Trump, and their commitment hasn't changed.

by David Frum




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


The views of Nikki Haley Republicans--pro-Ukraine, pro-Israel, pro-market--reflect all those things that Republicans used to think in that bygone era when Reagans and Bushes and Romneys roamed the Earth. But few feel any emotional bond to Haley. If she gives a Ted Kennedy-style "dream shall never die" speech at the Republican convention in Milwaukee this summer, they won't tear up. They'll wonder what the hell she imagines she's talking about.

Most of Haley's supporters voted for her as a way to stop Donald Trump. Haley's announcement today that she intends to vote for Trump won't raise their opinion of him; it will only lower their opinion of her. When she says, as she said again today, that she wishes Trump would "reach out" to her voters, she's speaking words that may sound like English, but make no sense. The only way Trump could reach out to Trump-skeptical Republicans is by pleading guilty to the many criminal charges against him and vowing to devote the rest of his life to restitution for the victims of his many civil frauds.

It's neither surprising nor disappointing that Haley has aligned herself with Trump after inveighing so fiercely against his utter unfitness for office. His rivals always do. Ted Cruz did it after Trump insulted his wife and accused his father of involvement in the assassination of John F. Kennedy. Marco Rubio did it after Trump's relentless mockery of his height, character, and intellect. Compared with those gross self-humiliations, it's a relatively small thing to submit to a candidate who merely called you a "birdbrain," scored xenophobic points off your name, and implied that your military-deployed husband had gone overseas to run away from you.

Haley is making a calculation about 2028. Perhaps it will work out for her. I doubt it, but who knows? The question before those who once backed her is more immediate.

Pollsters suggest that about two-thirds of Haley voters preferred Joe Biden to Trump. Do the math, and that's two-thirds of one-fifth of all Republicans. That's not a lot of people in total. But it may be more than the margin of national victory in 2024. Polls in swing states that find that young voters and voters of color are drifting away from Biden also find that older and more conservative white voters are sticking with him. Older, more conservative, and white are not exactly synonymous with "anti-Trump Republican"--but the categories do considerably overlap.

Donald Trump campaigns as if he can return to the presidency with the votes of only his most zealous supporters, those who believe his lies about the election of 2020. Joe Biden understands that elections are decided not by the most zealous voters, but by the most conflicted: those who dislike the other fellow just that crucially decisive increment more than they dislike you. From the point of view of Trump-skeptical Republicans, this election is no more about Joe Biden than a fire in a children's hospital is about the fire extinguisher. They don't think, Gee, I wish this extinguisher were newer, so I'll let the children burn to death. They think, I hope there's still an ounce or two of flame-retardant foam left in this old thing--and if there is, I'll be damn grateful for it.

Those who cast their votes for Haley in the Republican primaries are sometimes denigrated as out-of-date and out of touch. There is much truth to those jibes. Very clearly, the party is trending in a new direction. Those who object--but who for one reason or another have not yet quit the party altogether--are clearly a waning force. But they're not quite an extinct force. They are motivated by what they cherish: the country, its democracy, its place in the world, its Constitution. Nobody will change their mind about those things. Haley was their instrument, not their leader. When the instrument ceases to serve its purpose, it can be thrown away without a pang of regret.
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The Twisted Logic of Trump's Attacks on Judges

Trump's remarks about the judge overseeing his criminal trial are an attack on the bedrock of the American justice system.

by David A. Graham




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


Since the New York State judge Juan Merchan fined and scolded Donald Trump earlier this month for violating a gag order in his criminal trial, the former president has been on ... well, maybe not his best behavior, but certainly better behavior. For a couple of weeks, he avoided statements that might be construed as violating the order, before he started to test the boundaries again.

The order is intended to protect the sanctity of the case, in part by banning Trump from attacking witnesses, as well as the families of prosecutors and of the judge. But Merchan himself is not protected under the order, as Trump knows. Speaking outside of court yesterday, after the defense rested its case, he blasted Merchan, who was born in Colombia

"The judge hates Donald Trump," Trump said, employing a Bob Dole-like third person. "Just take a look. Take a look at him. Take a look at where he comes from. He can't stand Donald Trump. He's doing everything in his power."

This isn't banned under the gag order, but it does undermine the legitimacy of the courts. It is also appalling in a way that Trump's behavior so often and so casually is that it risks being overlooked. Trump implies that Merchan must hate him because Merchan is Latino. Put differently, Trump is arguing that because he, Trump, has made racist comments about Latinos, any individual Latino must hate him. (Never mind that Trump has courted and gained ground among Latino voters.) Or perhaps it's another example of his frequent projection: If Trump is prejudiced, he assumes that other people must be prejudiced in the same way.

David A. Graham: Trump's contempt knows no bounds

This is not the first time he's made such a remark about a judge. In 2016, Trump insinuated bias on the part of Gonzalo Curiel, a federal judge who was overseeing a class-action suit alleging that the so-called Trump University was fraudulent. (Trump ultimately settled the case for $25 million.) "What happens is the judge, who happens to be, we believe, Mexican, which is great. I think that's fine," Trump said. When pressed by CNN's Jake Tapper, Trump refused to deny that he was saying a Mexican judge couldn't fairly hear his case.

More than simple bigotry, Trump's remarks about Merchan are an attack on the bedrock of the American justice system, part of his assault on the rule of law itself. The principles of the courts are that judges and juries do their best to set aside biases, and that the adversarial system's checks and balances ensure fair results more often than not. By suggesting that a judge is irreparably biased simply by virtue of where he was born, Trump seeks to undermine the whole system. He also seeks to cast doubt on the very idea of naturalized citizenship.

Trump's approach also creates a perverse incentive: Any defendant who attacked a judge (or prosecutor's) ethnicity or other background could unilaterally have them removed. Of course, every defendant would love to pick a judge who they expect will be reflexively sympathetic to them, but that wouldn't be fair. (Nonetheless, that may be exactly what is happening in another of Trump's criminal cases, as a judge he appointed to the federal bench appears to be hobbling his prosecution.)

Read: Is Trump daring a judge to jail him?

There is one, more charitable interpretation of Trump's demand that we "take a look at where he comes from." Merchan arrived in the United States when he was 6 years old and settled in Queens, New York--the same borough of New York City where the former president was born and raised. Merchan is from Queens as much as Trump is. If Trump means that New Yorkers don't like him very much, he's got a point.
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The Voters Who Don't Really Know Donald Trump

Many of this year's first-time voters were too young to remember what Trump was like in office. Biden hopes to show them.

by Russell Berman




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


The oldest president in American history has a problem with the nation's youngest voters.

Support from voters under 30 has powered every Democratic presidential victory for the past half century; Joe Biden carried the demographic by 24 points in 2020, his biggest margin of any age group. But according to several recent surveys, the president's support among young voters has plummeted. Polls covering six swing states released last week by The New York Times, Siena College, and The Philadelphia Inquirer found Biden losing to Donald Trump (though within the margin of error) among voters under 30. The two men were effectively tied in this month's national poll from Fox News.

These results have prompted a mix of panic and disbelief among many Democrats, who see little chance of a Biden victory if he can't win back one of the party's core constituencies. Yet analysts who study the youth vote say the president's standing with this key group isn't nearly as bad as Democrats tend to think, and they attribute many of the struggles he is having to an underappreciated finding: Most first-time voters know surprisingly little about Trump. The most targeted data suggest that Biden maintains a double-digit lead over Trump among voters ages 18 to 29. It's smaller than it was four years ago, but experts say Biden has a good opportunity to run it up.

Surveys that specifically poll voters under 30--as opposed to those in which young people are merely a subset of respondents--show Biden leading Trump by double digits. In the Harvard Youth Poll, a biennial survey considered the gold standard for measuring young voters, Biden led Trump by 13 points among registered voters. That advantage was virtually identical to the margin found in surveys (one national and one across several battleground states) commissioned this spring by Voters of Tomorrow and NextGen America, a pair of Democrat-aligned groups who are targeting the youth vote, according to summaries they shared with me. Pollsters place more trust in these findings because they sample a larger number of young people--and therefore have a smaller margin of error--than the surveys that have shown less favorable results for Biden.

Read: The real youth-vote shift to watch

Still, those margins aren't close to what they were in 2020. Biden is polling worst with 18-to-22-year-olds, most of whom were children when Trump was president. In polls and focus groups, this cohort demonstrated little awareness of the major controversies of Trump's term. "They didn't fully know who Donald Trump was," Cristina Tzintzun Ramirez, NextGen America's president, told me. "Some of them were 10 years old when he was first elected. And if they had good parents, they were probably shielded from the images of crying babies being ripped from their mothers at the border, or from the sight of Heather Heyer being run over by white supremacists in Charlottesville."

In polling conducted by Blueprint, a Democratic data firm, fewer than half of registered voters under 30 said they had heard some of Trump's most incendiary quotes, such as when he said there were "very fine people on both sides" demonstrating in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017, or when he told members of the Proud Boys, the far-right militia group, to "stand back and stand by" during a 2020 debate. Just 42 percent of respondents were aware that, during his 2016 campaign, Trump called for "a total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United States."

The youngest voters know Trump more as a ribald commentator than as a political leader. Santiago Mayer, the 22-year-old founder of the Gen Z group Voters of Tomorrow, which has endorsed Biden, told me that his 18-year-old brother and his friends see Trump as more funny than threatening. "They don't know much about Donald Trump's agenda, and Donald Trump is an entertaining character," Mayer said. "They are gravitating toward him not because of their political beliefs but out of sheer curiosity."

A related problem for Biden is that young voters don't know much about what he's done, either. The president has kept a lower profile than his two predecessors, and young people as a group aren't as civically engaged as older Americans. As a result, pollsters have found that young voters are less aware of Biden's accomplishments, even on issues that they say are important to them. Many of them don't know, for example, that he signed the largest climate bill in history (the Inflation Reduction Act) or the most significant change to gun laws in decades (the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act), or that he has forgiven about $160 billion in student debt. "The more they pay attention, the more they approve of and are likely to vote for Biden," John Della Volpe, the director of polling at Harvard's Institute of Politics, told me. "The biggest challenge for Biden," he said, "is that an overwhelming number of young people do not appreciate the degree to which he's delivered on promises he made in 2020. I hear that in every single city."

Other factors are driving the disconnect between Biden and young voters as well. When Blueprint asked young voters what concerned them most about a potential second Biden term, their top worry was that he'd be too old for the job. Next on the list, however, was inflation. People in early adulthood are also less economically stable than their older peers and more sensitive to costs. So although campus protests over Israel's military campaign in Gaza have dominated headlines, polls show that inflation is a much bigger drag on Biden's support among young voters, and a more significant issue for them than for older people. "Young voters just think that Biden doesn't have his eye on the ball economically when it comes to inflation," Evan Roth Smith, Blueprint's lead pollster, told me. "It is surprising but not inexplicable that voters under 30 associate lower price points with Donald Trump. But they do, because it's just a hard fact that prices were lower and the rate of inflation was lower when Donald Trump was president."

Read: Biden's weakness with young voters isn't about Gaza

"I think people would forgive age if they felt that Biden could bring prices down," Smith added.

Still, Biden has advantages over Trump that could help him win back young voters by November. Voters under 30 have retreated from both parties and are more likely to register as independents than in the past. But they remain more progressive than the electorate as a whole, and in recent polls they align much closer with Biden on the issues than with Trump. In 2022, Tzintzun Ramirez said, young voters expressed antipathy toward the Democratic Party in polling but ended up backing Democratic candidates in the midterms. She and other analysts see a similar dynamic at play now, where young voters are telling pollsters they're undecided or registering support for Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and other third-party candidates as a protest against both Biden and Trump. Surveys show this to be especially true for young men and voters of color, many of whom have soured on Biden. But support for third-party alternatives typically drops as the election nears. Young voters also tend to make their choice later in the campaign.

Perhaps the best data point for Biden is that he's hardly worse off among young voters than President Barack Obama was at this point in his 2012 reelection bid. Like Biden, Obama won big among voters under 30 during his first presidential victory but struggled to communicate his record to them. Della Volpe told me that in Harvard's polling, Obama had the same 13-point advantage over Mitt Romney among registered voters in the spring of 2012 that Biden has over Trump now. He would nearly double that margin by the fall, thanks in large part to an aggressive ad campaign that portrayed the former Massachusetts governor and businessman as an out-of-touch and greedy financier.

Donald Trump would seem to need no introduction to voters--except, that is, to those who were too young or tuned out to fully remember his presidency. Giving them a well-funded history lesson could be Biden's best hope for a second term.
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Ladies and Gentlemen, the State of Things

Last night's House Oversight Committee hearing marked a new low in American politics.

by Elaine Godfrey




Updated on Friday, May 17 at 3:27 pm

Three high-profile women in Congress got into it last night during a meeting of the House Oversight Committee, in what some outlets have described as a "heated exchange." But that label feels too dignified. Instead, the whole scene played out like a Saturday Night Live sketch: a cringeworthy five-minute commentary on the miserable state of American politics.

Unless you are perpetually online, you may have missed the drama. I'll recap: The scene unfolded during a meeting held to consider a Republican motion to--what else?--hold Attorney General Merrick Garland in contempt of Congress for refusing to release audio from President Joe Biden's interview with Special Counsel Robert Hur. So things were already off to a wild start. Then, after her line of questioning went off the rails, Georgia Republican Marjorie Taylor Greene took a jab at Representative Jasmine Crockett, Democrat of Texas: "I think your fake eyelashes are messing up what you're reading."

The personal remark was rude and certainly lacked decorum, which Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez rightly pointed out: "How dare you attack the appearance of another person?" She demanded that the words be struck from the record. Greene, of course, was not chastened.

"Aww, are your feelings hurt?" the Georgia Republican shot back at Ocasio-Cortez, in a pitch-perfect impression of a schoolyard bully.

"Oh, girl. Baby girl, don't even play," Ocasio-Cortez replied, letting decorum slip on her side. It looked as if the committee was about to witness fisticuffs. Moments later, Crockett chimed in with a question for the committee's Republican chairman, Jim Comer of Kentucky, that was actually an idiosyncratic barb directed toward Greene: "I'm just curious, just to better understand your ruling, if someone on this committee then starts talking about somebody's bleach-blond, bad-built, butch body, that would not be engaging in personalities, correct?"

Comer was clearly confused, "A what now?"

The exchange felt like a bizarro session of British Parliament's famously combative, point-scoring Prime Minister's Questions, only the accents were worse, the insults were at least 50 percent less clever, and instead of congressional business as usual, it felt like watching business fall apart.

At first, admittedly, seeing people stand up to Greene's bullying was heartening. An unabashed troll, she pulled the stunt of wearing a MAGA cap and heckling President Joe Biden at his State of the Union address. And mocking the eyelashes of a colleague at a congressional hearing? That's next-level mean-girl garbage.

Unfortunately, the unedifying display in the House Oversight Committee only produced more incentives for bad political behavior. Progressive posters on X praised Crockett's alliterative insult. Even LeVar Burton, the former host of the children's TV series Reading Rainbow, applauded her: "Words of the day; bleach, blond, bad, built, butch and body ..." Burton wrote on X.

Really, no one comes off looking good here. This may sound sanctimonious, but: Members of Congress should be better than personal insults and body-shaming commentary. And both Ocasio-Cortez and Crockett have to know by now that, as the idiom goes, wrestling with pigs makes everyone look sloppy. What would Michelle Obama--the patron saint of Democrats, who famously instructed Democrats to go high when Republicans go low--think of Crockett's response?

Zoomed out, this unseemly episode is just one more sad example of partisanship and performance politics, two forces that continue to rile Americans up and drive us apart. Our politicians are not exactly covering themselves in glory right now. Back in 2009, Joe Wilson of South Carolina shocked the country when he yelled "You lie!" at then-President Barack Obama during his State of the Union address. Cut to January of this year, when Republicans heckled Biden, and he swapped jibes with them like a comedian at a low-rent comedy club.

While the leader of the Republican Party is on trial in New York, GOP lawmakers have been on a weeklong prostration tour, flying from all corners of the country to gather like eager groupies outside the courtroom, desperate for a chance to impress the boss. In addition, a Senate Democrat from New Jersey is on trial for taking bribes and acting as a foreign agent, and a Democratic congressman from Texas is facing his own charges of corruption.

Biden, an institutionalist, likes to appeal to our better angels and assure Americans, This is not who we are. Maybe not. But this is definitely who we elected.



Correction: This article originally misquoted Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez as saying, "Baby girl, you do not want to play." In fact, she said, "Baby girl, don't even play."
 
 Illustration Sources: Nathan Howard / Getty; Win McNamee / Getty; Samuel Corum / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty.
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        The British Prime Minister Bowed to the Inevitable
        Helen Lewis

        Please read this as classic British understatement: Today was not, on the face of it, an ideal time for Rishi Sunak to call an election.One of the perks of being Britain's prime minister is getting to choose the date when voters deliver their verdict on your government. Most push their advantage by selecting a time when their party is ahead in the polls, the economic mood is buoyant, and their supporters are optimistic about success.None of those things is true now for Sunak and his Conservative ...

      

      
        A Peace Deal That Seems Designed to Fail
        Andrew Exum

        Even if a highly anticipated agreement between the United States and Saudi Arabia never comes to fruition, its rumored announcement seems sure to do at least one thing: further isolate Israel within the international community.Over the past few years, the Biden administration has been working with the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman, on a wide-ranging deal to strengthen ties between the United States and Saudi Arabia as part of a broader agreement in which Saudi Arabia will norm...
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The International Space Station is currently hosting seven crew members of Expedition 71, which began on April 6. The ISS orbits the Earth at about 17,150 miles per hour, orbiting the planet about 16 times a day. In recent months, the astronauts and cosmonauts of Expeditions 70 and 71 have taken so...
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        Accidents happen everywhere, but not all accidents are equal. Many hours after initial news broke about an "incident" involving a helicopter carrying Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi, the country's state media has still not confirmed whether he is dead or alive. Various state outlets have published contradictory news--Was Raisi seen on video link after the accident? Was he not? Was the National Security Council meeting? Was it not?--signaling chaos and panic. A source in Tehran close to the presiden...
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        Travis T. Tygart

        In 2021, on the eve of the Tokyo Olympics, 23 top Chinese swimmers tested positive for the drug trimetazidine. In its proper clinical setting, the medication is used to treat angina. But for an athlete or a coach willing to cheat, it is a performance-enhancing drug, boosting the heart muscle's functioning. Nonprescription use of trimetazidine, or TMZ, is prohibited at all times, not just during competition; the default sanction for an athlete's violation is a four-year ban.The testing that ensnar...
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        Kori Schake

        The United States Congress took six months to approve a supplemental spending bill that includes aid to Ukraine, Israel, and Taiwan. The drama, legislative maneuvering, and threats to remove a second speaker of the House of Representatives have left reasonable people asking what, exactly, is going on with Republican legislators: Have they recognized the perilous state of the world and the importance of U.S. leadership? Or was the difficulty in securing the aid the real signal worth paying attenti...
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Surgery at a teddy-bear hospital in Germany, a performance at the Eurovision Song Contest in Sweden, coyote pups at an animal park in France, destructive flooding in Brazil and Indonesia, a fashion show in Saudi Arabia, the northern lights above England, and much more
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        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...
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The British Prime Minister Bowed to the Inevitable

Why did Rishi Sunak just call a surprise election?

by Helen Lewis




Please read this as classic British understatement: Today was not, on the face of it, an ideal time for Rishi Sunak to call an election.

One of the perks of being Britain's prime minister is getting to choose the date when voters deliver their verdict on your government. Most push their advantage by selecting a time when their party is ahead in the polls, the economic mood is buoyant, and their supporters are optimistic about success.

None of those things is true now for Sunak and his Conservative Party, who will face voters on July 4. Since the last election, in December 2019, the Tories have dispensed with Boris Johnson for partying through COVID and Liz Truss for somehow tanking the economy in a mere 49 days in office. Sunak, who has been prime minister only since October 2022, was required to call an election by December, but no one quite understands why he has done it now.

Like many other commentators, I had been assuming that Sunak would wait as long as he could--into the fall or winter--on the principle that, as Charles Dickens's Mr. Micawber put it, "something will turn up." What that might have been, I couldn't imagine, but calling an election when you are 20 points behind in the polls is the act of a gambler putting it all on a horse with three legs--or of a kamikaze pilot determined to get the pain over with. If he wins, or even manages to deliver a respectable enough performance to return a hung Parliament, everyone in British politics will be surprised. Probably including Sunak.

The recent local and mayoral elections were bloody for the Tories. They lost nearly 500 local councilors, the mayoral elections in London and Birmingham, and a special election in the northern-English constituency of Blackpool South. "For the Conservative government the message is crystal clear," Rob Ford, a political-science professor at Manchester University, wrote on Substack after the results came out. "Voters want them out, everywhere, by any means necessary. That mood is as strong as ever and time is running out to change it." Added to this, Sunak's personal ratings are woeful: Polls show that a majority of Britons find him incompetent, unlikable, or indecisive.

As for the economy, Sunak can now boast--and did, several times, at Prime Minister's Questions today--that inflation has returned to "normal." The latest figures are 2.3 percent, down from more than 10 percent in the last three months of 2022, when Sunak took over from Truss. (She's the one who was outlasted by a head of lettuce.) Apart from that, though, the figures are gloomy. The British economy grew only 0.1 percent last year and went into recession in the last quarter of 2023; in the first quarter of this year growth was an anemic 0.6 percent.

Helen Lewis: Liz Truss fought the lettuce, and the lettuce won

Sunak's own foot soldiers have little confidence in his ability to pull off a surprise victory: More than 60 Conservative members of Parliament--nearly a fifth of the party--have already decided not to run in the next election, on the assumption that they will lose their seats or at best return to Westminster for years of boring grind in opposition. When rumors of an election announcement began to gather force earlier today, one Tory rebel responded by floating the possibility of a no-confidence vote. If you want a sense of how unexpected this announcement was, consider the fact that today was listed on the government's schedule as the launch of a website telling Britons to stockpile canned goods in case of another pandemic or similar emergency. To use British understatement again, this is not an ideal message to push as you ask people to agree that they are safer with you in charge. Everything is going great! Make sure you have enough potable water to last three days!

So why call an election now? Presumably because Sunak thinks, in an inversion of the song that soundtracked Tony Blair's election victory in 1997, things can only get worse. And sure enough, when Sunak made his announcement outside Downing Street, a protester outside the gates started to play "Things Can Only Get Better" at ear-splitting volume, drowning out the prime minister's recitation of his record in office, and of the threats currently facing Britain. As it turned out, things could also only get wetter, as spring rain soaked the normally dapper Sunak. He was just a man, standing in front of an electorate, asking them not to humiliate him at the ballot box.

"I cannot and will not claim we have got everything right," he said outside No. 10, with yet more understatement. Alongside cutting inflation, Sunak had pledged upon taking office to "stop the boats" carrying asylum seekers from France to England's southern coast. This was always an impossible promise, and sure enough, he hasn't kept it. Instead, the government has pivoted to talking up its success in clearing the backlog in the asylum system, and passing a divisive new law that allows asylum claimants to be sent to Rwanda. The party best placed to capitalize on a sense that Sunak has not delivered on immigration is Reform, the successor to the U.K. Independence Party. But the local elections showed that its ground organization is still patchy, and the energetic and well-known Nigel Farage, who co-founded the party, has so far resisted calls to serve as its leader. Holding an election now significantly diminishes the threat to the Tories from the radical right.

An imminent election also saves them the trouble of explaining how they plan to make the country's budget add up next year. Conservatives usually win elections by presenting themselves as sober, tough guardians of the public finances. Instead, as the former Tory policy adviser Sam Freedman wrote in March, Sunak and his chancellor of the exchequer "set the loosest (and most absurd) fiscal rules on record and then only met them by setting fantasy spending numbers for after the election." Then, Freedman added, rather than investing in public services, they used "this fiscal jiggery-pokery ... to fund PS35 billion of tax cuts. For which they have got precisely no credit from anyone."

Britain has been governed by the Conservatives since 2010. A decade of austerity, followed by a COVID-era borrowing binge, has meant that the National Health Service, schools, the court system, and other public needs are crying out for money, even as the national debt stands at almost 100 percent of GDP. Another round of spending cuts is inconceivable. The only two other answers to this challenge--higher taxes and higher borrowing--are politically unpalatable. So the Tories (and, to be fair, Labour too) are pretending that the problem can be solved with economic growth. Yesterday, the government announced PS10 billion in compensation for victims in the infected-blood scandal, wherein the health service, over several decades, gave new mothers and transplant patients plasma contaminated with HIV and hepatitis C. The payout was a just and overdue decision, but its sheer size made finding money for further preelection tax cuts basically impossible.

Helen Lewis: Rishi Sunak, scion of Britain's new ruling class

By calling the election early, Sunak will also hope to wrongfoot the opposition parties, who must scramble to find candidates in open seats and build up funds. Keir Starmer's Labour starts the six-week campaign from way behind: In the December 2019 election, the party lost 59 seats, including Brexit-backing territories in northern England that had been reliably left-wing for decades. As a result, to achieve an overall majority, Labour requires a swing greater than the party saw in 1997--under the young, popular, charismatic Tony Blair. And Starmer is no Blair. He is a low-key, borderline bland 61-year-old who speaks in careful, lawyerish tones, and seems to get passionate only about his football team. But his ruthless party management has resulted in the purge of his hard-left predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn; the creation of a disciplined team of ministers-in-waiting; and a return to the political center. The Conservative attack lines that worked so well last time--Labour is blocking Brexit, Labour has an anti-Semitism problem, Labour is a group of spendthrift socialists--tend to bounce off Starmer, who whipped his party to vote for a hard Brexit and expelled his former boss for not taking anti-Semitism seriously, and whose shadow chancellor, Rachel Reeves, relishes her reputation for grim fiscal discipline.

For much of the British public, the prospect of an imminent election probably feels like a relief. Because of his dire poll ratings, Sunak had lost authority, without his party quite having the courage to replace him after less than 19 months in the job. The Conservatives had lost momentum. Some of their most effective ministers have stepped down, and the Tories' quarrelsome right flank is already fighting for control of the party in opposition. Britain will go to the polls on July 4, the date that Americans celebrate cutting their old rulers loose. If the polls are right, a majority of Britons are about to do the same.
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A Peace Deal That Seems Designed to Fail

Saudi Arabia knows that Israel will be the fall guy when this agreement falls apart.

by Andrew Exum




Even if a highly anticipated agreement between the United States and Saudi Arabia never comes to fruition, its rumored announcement seems sure to do at least one thing: further isolate Israel within the international community.

Over the past few years, the Biden administration has been working with the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman, on a wide-ranging deal to strengthen ties between the United States and Saudi Arabia as part of a broader agreement in which Saudi Arabia will normalize relations with Israel.

Saudi Arabia is asking for a closer defense relationship with the United States and access to Washington's most advanced weapons systems, but it wants more than that. It wants the U.S. to help it develop a civilian nuclear-power program, relax scrutiny of the transfer of sensitive technologies, and expedite the review of Saudi investments in U.S. technology firms and crucial infrastructure.

Based on conversations with senior Saudi and U.S. officials over the past several weeks, and bearing in mind that none of us has yet seen the details of the prospective deal, I am not yet convinced that a deal would be in America's interest--or even necessary, given the already deepening commercial links between the two countries.

Read: The Israeli-Saudi deal had better be a good one

But I am also not convinced that any senior Saudi decision maker--not least the one who really counts, the crown prince--believes a deal is possible. The Saudis I have spoken with have made clear they will recognize Israel only if Israel consents to creating irreversible momentum toward the establishment of a Palestinian state.

Those same Saudis, meanwhile, are impressively clear-eyed about Israeli politics at the moment. They understand that few, if any, Israelis are in a mood to consider the creation of a Palestinian state, and they understand that Israeli-government policies over the past three decades might have made such a state impossible in the West Bank, anyway.

So on the one hand, the Saudis deserve some credit for doing what would have been unthinkable a decade ago: making a desire to eventually normalize ties with Israel the de facto policy of the kingdom. But on the other hand, there is no real, immediate cost to the Saudis for doing so--not when they know that Israel will not accept their one condition.

This deal is setting Israel up to be the fall guy. The United States and Saudi Arabia are likely going to herald a potentially transformative agreement that Israel appears almost certain to reject--in front of a global audience that has lost patience with that country's policies toward and treatment of the Palestinians.

The Saudis will likely not be overly disappointed, or surprised, by Israel's rejection of their terms. They might even enjoy it. Indeed, 50 years after Israel's then-Foreign Minister Abba Eban lamented that the Palestinians "never miss an opportunity to miss an opportunity," the Saudis and other Arabs will delight in throwing that famous quote back at Israel.

Even in the best of times, Israeli political debates can be maddeningly solipsistic. Henry Kissinger quipped that Israel "doesn't do foreign policy--only domestic politics." But these are not the best of times. In the seven months since the horrific attacks of October 7, the gulf between how Israel defines its security needs and how the world defines those same needs has grown like never before. My conversations with Israeli friends--almost all of whom believe that their country has basically done the right thing in Gaza, even as they now demand a strategy for concluding the campaign--are invariably tense. Israel is waging a war of punishment against the people of Gaza, and Israelis have been largely shielded from the images of the suffering and destruction that the rest of us see.

When the Biden administration made the relatively modest decision to condition some military aid to Israel in advance of an assault on Rafah, Israeli leaders responded with defiance, hurling abuse at the American president--"Hamas [?] Biden," one right-wing minister tweeted--and boasting that Israel would "stand alone" if necessary.

But Israel has not stood alone for a very long time. For years, Israelis might have told themselves, and Americans, that they can provide for their own security--if only the United States would help arm them. But the Jordanian and Egyptian armies have long defended Israel's southern and eastern flanks, while the United States provides roughly a quarter of Israel's defense budget and has elaborate and well-rehearsed contingency plans to defend Israel in an emergency.

That U.S. troops would someday be called upon to defend Israel in a regional war has seemed inevitable. That moment arrived in April, when the United States led a coalition of nations--including Jordan, France, and the United Kingdom--in repelling an Iranian aerial assault on Israel. A precedent had been shattered: American men and women were in the line of fire, protecting Israel from its enemies.

They did so, of course, because Israel does not, in fact, stand alone, nor is Israel an island unto itself: It is part of the international community and a broader regional security system. Its decisions affect not only its own citizens but millions of people across the region, and billions of dollars in international trade. And the United States and its allies have no interest in either Israel or Iran dragging them into a wider conflagration that will affect those lives, or that commerce.

The Saudis and the Biden administration both seem determined to teach Israel this lesson. If Israel, as expected, rejects a deal, the Saudis will quickly pivot, telling Biden's negotiators that the same long-term bilateral agreement that made sense within the context of a deal with Israel would surely make sense on its own. Riyadh's point about Israel and its place in the region will have been made, and the Biden administration will have helped make it.
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            The International Space Station is currently hosting seven crew members of Expedition 71, which began on April 6. The ISS orbits the Earth at about 17,150 miles per hour, orbiting the planet about 16 times a day. In recent months, the astronauts and cosmonauts of Expeditions 70 and 71 have taken some amazing photographs of our lovely planet as they pass overhead, and I wanted to share more of those unique views here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A night view of the Soyuz module docked with the ISS as it passes above Eastern Europe, showing many different-colored city lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Soyuz module docked with the ISS as it passes above Eastern Europe, looking west, on January 13, 2024
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                [image: The moon, seen above the Earth's atmosphere]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The dark side of the moon is illuminated by Earthshine, seen above the layers of our atmosphere, with the Pleiades star cluster seen above it in the background, in May 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of twisted and braided land, formed over many years by a meandering river]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the twisting landforms around the Paraguay River, photographed by Expedition 70 Flight Engineer Jasmin Moghbeli as the ISS orbited 263 miles above
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                [image: A twisting line of lights marks the path of a long river in a desert area, seen from orbit at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Egypt's Nile River, seen at night on January 14, 2024
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                [image: Seen from above, clouds cover the ocean, with the peak of a small island poking up, creating a swirling gap downwind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vortices form as the wind pushes clouds past an island in the Southern Ocean on April 26, 2024.
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                [image: A night view of the streets and lights of Shanghai, seen from orbit]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A night view of Shanghai, seen on February 17, 2024
                #
            

            
                
                
                NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Lake Michigan, Lake Huron, and the state of Michigan, seen from orbit]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lake Michigan (left), Lake Huron, and the state of Michigan, seen from orbit on April 26, 2024
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                [image: Greenish bands of light swirl above the Earth at night, seen from orbit.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clouds and an aurora, seen above the Southern Ocean on February 13, 2024
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                [image: Seven astronauts pose, giving thumbs-up signs while floating inside a cluttered module of the International Space Station.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Expedition 70 crew members pose for a portrait ahead of Crew-7's departure from the International Space Station on March 11, 2024. From left are Satoshi Furukawa of JAXA, Loral O'Hara and Jeanette Epps of NASA, Andreas Mogensen of ESA, and Michael Barratt, Matthew Dominick, and Jasmin Moghbeli of NASA.
                #
            

            
                
                
                NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An astronaut's long hair floats above their head as they work aboard the International Space Station.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                NASA astronaut and Expedition 70 Flight Engineer Loral O'Hara wears personal protective equipment during scientific-maintenance duties aboard the International Space Station's Destiny laboratory module, photographed on February 8, 2024.
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                [image: A black-and-white ball-shaped device with two circular "eyes" floats inside the ISS.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                JAXA's free-flying robotic camera, also known as the JEM (Japanese Experiment Module) Internal Ball Camera 2, is pictured during a technology demonstration inside the Kibo laboratory module on February 27, 2024. The Internal Ball Camera 2 is being tested for its ability to autonomously maneuver and navigate aboard the International Space Station while photographing and videotaping crew activities.
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                [image: A spacecraft floats above cloud cover, seen from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Progress 85 cargo craft is seen shortly after undocking from International Space Station on February 12, 2024, as it was orbiting 260 miles above the Pacific Ocean.
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                [image: City lights and many green lights dot a coastline and just offshore, seen at night, from orbit.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The city lights of Bangkok, Thailand, and its suburbs contrast with the green lights of fishing boats on the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea, seen on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of many dark circles, irrigated fields, in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As the ISS orbited 260 miles above Egypt, center-pivot irrigation crop circles were seen in the Sahara Desert on November 19, 2023.
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                [image: A small spacecraft fires thrusters as it nears the ISS.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thrusters on the SpaceX Dragon cargo spacecraft fire automatically while adjusting the vehicle's careful approach toward the International Space Station to dock with the Harmony module's forward port on November 11, 2023.
                #
            

            
                
                
                NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An orbital view of New York City as well as parts of New Jersey]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An orbital view of New York City, as well as parts of New Jersey, photographed on December 20, 2023
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                [image: An orbital view of swirling flows of many small ice chunks in the ocean]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sea-ice patterns in the northern Atlantic Ocean, seen on April 27, 2024
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                [image: A night view of the Earth and parts of the ISS]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A night view of the Earth and parts of the ISS, including the illuminated Dextre telemanipulator, or Special Purpose Dexterous Manipulator (SPDM), seen at top center on April 14, 2024
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                [image: An orbital view of a flowing glacier]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An orbital view of Viedma Glacier, in Argentina, seen on December 28, 2023
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                [image: An elevated view of many square farm fields dusted with snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wind-blown snow gathers at the edges of farm fields in the American Midwest, seen on December 13, 2023.
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                [image: A night view of the lights of many cities, including Boston and New York City]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An oblique night view of the American Northeast, looking southwest, with Boston at bottom center, New York City at center, then looking at Philadelphia and beyond, seen on January 17, 2024
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                [image: Several lightning strikes, seen in clouds, viewed from above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lightning strikes, seen in clouds above Saudi Arabia, on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: High, wispy clouds seen far above the Earth]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noctilucent clouds observed above the southern Pacific Ocean on February 10, 2024
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                [image: A night view of Beijing, seen from space]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A night view of Beijing, China, seen on January 15, 2024
                #
            

            
                
                
                NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An orbital view of the moon's shadow crossing the Earth during a solar eclipse]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the moon's shadow crossing the Earth during a solar eclipse, seen over eastern Canada, on April 8, 2024
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                [image: A densely built urban area on a sharp-edged peninsula]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The city of Dakar, Senegal, on the Cap-Vert peninsula.
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                [image: An aerial view of the twisting forks of a huge reservoir filling dry canyons]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lake Powell, on the Colorado River in Utah and Arizona, seen from orbit on April 17, 2024
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                [image: City lights streak by, below the ISS, seen at night in a long-exposure shot]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A long exposure at night, as the ISS passes above parts of Russia and Europe
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Who Would Benefit From Ebrahim Raisi's Death?

If the Iranian president turns out to have lost his life in a helicopter crash, it will set off a fierce scramble for power.

by Arash Azizi




Accidents happen everywhere, but not all accidents are equal. Many hours after initial news broke about an "incident" involving a helicopter carrying Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi, the country's state media has still not confirmed whether he is dead or alive. Various state outlets have published contradictory news--Was Raisi seen on video link after the accident? Was he not? Was the National Security Council meeting? Was it not?--signaling chaos and panic. A source in Tehran close to the presidency told me that Raisi has been confirmed dead, and that the authorities are looking for a way to report the news without causing mayhem. I have not been able to independently confirm this.

Iran doesn't seem like a country in which presidents die by accident. But it also is a country in which aircraft crash, due to the sorry state of infrastructure in the internationally isolated Islamic Republic. In previous years, at least two cabinet ministers and two leading military commanders have died in similar crashes. Raisi's chopper, which also carried Iran's foreign minister and two top regional officials, was passing through an infamously foggy and mountainous area in northwestern Iran. The "incident" might very well have been an accident.

Yet suspicions will inevitably surround the crash. After all, air incidents that killed high political officials in Northern Rhodesia (1961), China (1971), Pakistan (1988), and Poland (2010) are still often subject to speculation. In this case, much as in the others, one question will likely drive the speculation: Who stands to benefit politically from Raisi's death? Even if the answer to this question does not ultimately tell us why the helicopter crashed, it could shed some light on what will come next in the Islamic Republic.

Read: Iran stops pretending

Raisi ascended to the presidency in 2021, in what appeared to be the least competitive election Iran had held since 1997. Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei had made sure that all other serious candidates were barred from running. Among those disqualified were not only reformists but also centrist conservatives and even Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, a former hard-line president whom Khamenei came to see as a rival.

Raisi appeared to have been picked precisely because he could never be a serious rival to Khamenei. In 2017, he revealed himself to be utterly uncharismatic in electoral debates against then-President Hassan Rouhani. His time in office since 2021 also speaks not only to his sheer incompetence but also to his political irrelevance. Some call him the Invisible President. During the Women, Life, Freedom movement, which rocked Iran from 2022 to 2023, few protesters bothered to shout slogans against Raisi, because they knew that real power rested elsewhere.

For Khamenei, what mattered was that Raisi could be counted on to toe the regime's line. Although competition is tight, Raisi may have more blood on his hands than any other living official of the Islamic Republic. Since the 1980s, the Islamic Republic has executed thousands of Iranian dissidents. The judiciary is the arm of the government that carries out this murderous function, and Raisi has held leading positions within it from the very start; he rose to become the head of the judiciary in 2019.

The same qualities that likely made Raisi seem like a safe regime choice for the presidency also made him a primary contender for succeeding Khamenei as the Supreme Leader. According to the Iranian constitution, only a cleric with serious political experience can become head of state. By now, many clerics who fit that description have died or been politically marginalized (many of them did not share Khamenei's hard-line politics), leaving the field open to Raisi. In turn, many political observers expected that Raisi would be a weak supreme leader, allowing real power to flow elsewhere--to the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), for example, or to other power centers around or ancillary to the regime. Who better for such a position than an unimpressive yes-man?

Raisi belongs to a very particular precinct of Iran's political elite, and in the past few years, others in the political class had come to worry about the ambition of the circles surrounding him. A native of the holy city of Mashhad, in northeastern Iran, Raisi previously held the custodianship of the holy shrine in the city, which is also an economic empire in its own right. He is married to the daughter of Mashhad's Friday-prayer leader, an arch social conservative. Raisi's wife, Jamileh Alamolhoda, has played an unusually public role, leading some conservatives from outside the couple's regional cadre to worry that after Khamenei's eventual death, a "Mashhad clique" might come to the top of the regime.

Read: Ebrahim Raisi has blood on his hands

Raisi's apparent passivity has also emboldened challengers among a band of particularly noxious hard-liners, who saw his weak presidency as an opportunity to raise their political profiles at the expense of more established conservatives, such as the parliamentary speaker Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf. Some of these ultra hard-liners did well in the parliamentary election earlier this year, which was largely a contest within the hard-line camp. They ran a heated campaign against Qalibaf, who commanded the support of the main pro-regime conservative political parties and many outlets of the IRGC.

For all of these reasons, Raisi's death would alter the balance of power among factions within the Islamic Republic. According to the Iranian constitution, his vice president, Mohammad Mokhber, would assume the duties of the presidency, and a council consisting of Mokhber, Qalibaf, and the judiciary chief Gholam Hossein Mohseni-Eje'i would have to organize new elections within 50 days.

When I asked an official close to Qalibaf about the political aftermath of the crash, he answered immediately: "Dr. Qalibaf will be the new president."

He surely would like to be. Qalibaf's ambition is news to no one; he has run for president several times, starting in 2005. More technocrat than ideologue, Qalibaf was a commander in the IRGC during the Iran-Iraq War and will likely command at least some support from within its ranks. His long tenure as mayor of Tehran (2005-2017) was marked by both a degree of competence and quite a bit of corruption. His political enemies have recently highlighted cases of corruption linked to him and his family. An official close to former President Rouhani tells me, "Qalibaf's problem is that he wants it too much. Everyone knows he has zero principles and will do anything for power."

If Qalibaf registers to run in a hastily organized presidential election, the Guardian Council might have a hard time rejecting him, given his deep links to power structures in Iran. But would Khamenei be happy with the presidency passing to a technocrat without proper Islamist credentials? Who else would be allowed to run, and could they defeat Qalibaf at the polls, as Ahmadinejad and Rouhani did respectively in 2005 and 2013?

What twists the plot is the fact that some regime officials and former officials who are supportive of Qalibaf also advocate for Khamenei's son Mojtaba to succeed his father as the supreme leader. Mojtaba Khamenei has long been in the shadows, and little is known about the 54-year-old's politics or views, but he is widely held to be a serious contender for the office. Could there be a bargain between Mojtaba and Qalibaf that paves a path to power for both of them?

When the Islamic Republic's founding leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, died, in 1989, Khamenei replaced him after making an unwritten pact with fellow cleric Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who then assumed the presidency. The constitution was swiftly changed to give more powers to the president. Rafsanjani would come to regret the pact, as he was politically sidelined by Khamenei before dying what many in Iran consider a suspicious death, in 2017. Could this cautionary tale make both sides wary?

Many have anticipated a ferocious power struggle in Iran, but most expected it to follow Khamenei's death. Now we are likely to see at least a dress rehearsal in which various factions will brandish their strength. As for the people of Iran, some have already started celebrating Raisi's potential demise with fireworks in Tehran. Most Iranians barely feel represented by any faction of the Islamic Republic, and some might use a moment of political crisis to reignite the street protests that have repeatedly beleaguered the regime in the past. The country's civic movements are exhausted following years of struggle (more than 500 people were killed in the most recent round of protests, from 2022 to 2023). Still, whatever shape the power struggle takes at the top, the people of Iran won't receive it passively for long.
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Bad Regimes Are Winning at Sport's Expense

The agency charged with keeping sports doping-free now seems vulnerable to manipulation by malign states.

by Travis T. Tygart




In 2021, on the eve of the Tokyo Olympics, 23 top Chinese swimmers tested positive for the drug trimetazidine. In its proper clinical setting, the medication is used to treat angina. But for an athlete or a coach willing to cheat, it is a performance-enhancing drug, boosting the heart muscle's functioning. Nonprescription use of trimetazidine, or TMZ, is prohibited at all times, not just during competition; the default sanction for an athlete's violation is a four-year ban.

The testing that ensnared so many members of China's swim team was conducted under the auspices of the national anti-doping agency, known as CHINADA. Each country in international competition has its own such agency--America's is USADA, which I serve--and they all operate under the umbrella of the World Anti-Doping Agency. WADA is the ultimate authority, responsible for ensuring that national agencies enforce the rules. Yet shortly before the 2021 Games got under way, CHINADA vacated the 23 violations, giving a cock-and-bull story about accidental contamination in the kitchen where the athletes' meals were prepared. And WADA simply accepted CHINADA's obviously suspect ruling.

WADA failed even to publish its decision. The world was alerted only last month by whistleblowers who pushed evidence of the scandal to the media. Prompted by the revelations to respond, WADA issued a statement citing its prior conclusion "that it was not in a position to disprove the possibility that contamination was the source of TMZ" and "that, given the specific circumstances of the asserted contamination, the athletes would be held to have no fault or negligence."

WADA's failure of oversight and lack of transparency are corroding fair competition--and that has come to haunt clean athletes around the world. If WADA had properly upheld its mission, China would likely have lost 13 of its top swimmers chosen for the Olympic team at Tokyo. Instead, China won six medals, three of them gold, in the pool.

USADA has the job of ensuring that American swimmers abide by the rules and compete clean; as a result of WADA's inaction, several of them potentially lost podium places in Tokyo that they deserved. Worse, the world body's enforcement failures have made national anti-doping agencies such as CHINADA hostage to bad regimes, turning the agencies and the athletes they oversee into pawns in a cynical geopolitical game of prestige and power.

What we are seeing is a reinvention of the bad old days of the Cold War, when East Germany tried fraudulently to demonstrate the superiority of state socialism by systematically doping its athletes. Back then, no international anti-doping movement existed, and East Germany's cheating went suspected but largely undetected until years later. By then, it was too late for justice; the harms done--both to the athletes' health and to the credibility of the competition in that era--were permanent. Today, we have the World Anti-Doping Agency to police international sports--but enforcement works only if the watchdog itself is unbiased, conflict-free, and effective. At the Paris Games this summer, clean competition is very much in doubt.

Read: The Olympics have always been political

In 2008, I attended the Beijing Olympics as a member of WADA's independent-observer team. As the newly appointed head of the United States Anti-Doping Agency, I was thrilled to be the WADA team's vice chair and legal expert, and eager to play my part in upholding the integrity of sports. No doubt I was naive, but ever since that experience, a One World, One Dream framed picture from the Beijing Games has hung on my office wall.

Back then, my high hopes for doping-free sports did not seem so naive. During Jacques Rogge's tenure as the president of the International Olympic Committee, WADA was at the peak of its prowess in making the Olympics free from cheating. As a medical doctor, Rogge understood the value of keeping sports both fair and healthy for the athletes taking part--with results and records that the public could believe in. And he found willing partners in WADA's leaders at the time, David Howman and John Fahey, who were determined to keep the anti-doping fight independent of politics.

Sadly, that has changed. These days, I find I very much need that reminder on my wall of the Games' sporting ideals. Those ideals look tarnished now: The Olympic movement is rife with examples of sports hijacked for national and political purposes. And the very agency charged with safeguarding clean competition, WADA, is implicated in the political theater.

The scandal involving China is only the latest instance of WADA's failure to uphold its mission. The erosion of its integrity and authority dates back to 2015, when Russia's manipulations leading up to the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi were exposed. Those Games were tainted by a state-sponsored doping program that involved Moscow's apparatchiks interfering with the testing protocols to make adverse tests of its own doped athletes conveniently disappear from the system. It became obvious that sports were being recruited as a tool of realpolitik when Russia's foreign minister complained about USADA's "provocative anti-Russian demands" to then-Secretary of State John Kerry, who upheld my agency's position that Russia had to comply with the WADA rules.

From the May 2018 issue: The man who brought down Lance Armstrong

The evidence of Russian cheating was irrefutable. My colleagues and I met with the whistleblowers, including the former director of Russia's testing laboratory, Grigory Rodchenkov, who had fled the country and sought asylum in America. USADA echoed the calls from several athlete groups--including WADA's own Athletes Committee, led by the Olympian Beckie Scott, and the IOC's equivalent committee under the leadership of another Olympian, Claudia Bokel--not to close the Russia investigation but to expand it. Yet WADA, in a now-familiar pattern, refused to listen and declined to pursue the matter.

Despite my personal plea to the agency's director general in March 2016, WADA remained unmoved by the cries of clean athletes. To be clear, these athletes make enormous sacrifices and undergo years of hard training to participate in Olympic competition. But when anti-doping agencies fail, and even abet cheats, they make a mockery of the Olympic movement. The clean athletes' dreams are shattered by the greed and deception of those entrusted with safeguarding the purity of the Games.

In the Sochi case, WADA's intransigence proved shortsighted. Just weeks after my appeal to WADA, in May 2016, 60 Minutes and The New York Times broke the story--and forced the agency's hand, compelling action. Congress held hearings about WADA's failures, as it was entitled to do because American taxpayer dollars support the international anti-doping infrastructure. In fact, ironically enough, WADA succeeded in leveraging its own dereliction into an argument for more funding.

The agency made a pitch to its international backers that it needed new investigative powers, more personnel, and a 60 percent increase in its budget from 2018 through 2025. It got what it asked for, but the U.S. government also did its best to make WADA accountable. It insisted on a governing seat on the agency's board, and made U.S. funding of WADA no longer mandatory but discretionary.

Read: A list of Russia's responses to the doping scandal

In principle, WADA's job as global regulator is not complicated: All it has to do is apply the rules to the facts without fear or favor. But the pursuit of global power-politics in sports is a systemic problem that overrules any notion of fair play, and WADA failed to deploy its new tools effectively. When WADA received notice of the Chinese swimmers' positives in 2021, it should have sanctioned CHINADA for its mishandling of the violations.

The postive-test findings occurred just months, in fact, before Beijing was to host the 2022 Winter Olympics. So had WADA applied the rules correctly, both China and the IOC itself would have faced grave embarrassment. Instead, WADA chose to give one country--a very powerful, rising country that had already been favored as host of the next Games--preferential treatment. Do we think for a second that WADA would have overlooked the burying of these tests if they had come from a small, poor country in Africa or South America instead of China?

In 2019 and 2020, WADA received almost $2 million from the Chinese government above that country's required dues to the agency. Then, in early 2023, WADA signed an undisclosed sponsorship agreement with the largest sporting-goods manufacturer in China, Anta--a company that also has a sponsorship deal with the Chinese Swimming Federation. Although no evidence of a quid pro quo has emerged, extra payments and confidential sponsorship arrangements--coinciding with the special treatment of doping violations--create a damaging appearance of conflicted interests for WADA.

Read: It's almost impossible to be a running fan

The influence of money and politics within WADA erodes its credibility, casting doubt on its impartiality and independence. As nations vie for supremacy on the global stage, the risk is that sports success becomes--as the military theorist Carl von Clausewitz said of war--"a real political instrument, a continuation of political intercourse, a carrying out of the same by other means." Russia and China are, unsurprisingly, the most conspicuous offenders, with the resources and capacity to bend the system to their will. But if they are allowed to have their way, other bad actors will imitate their example.

Ultimately, WADA's failures will damage the Olympic Games themselves. Who wants to watch unfair races or rigged events? The commercial machine that powers the Games--namely, the Olympic broadcaster, NBC, and multimillion-dollar sponsors such as Visa, Airbnb, and Coca-Cola--should be alarmed: The value of their investment sinks along with the competition's integrity. The Olympics' media and sponsorship partners ought to be acting as a powerful countervailing force on WADA to do its job properly and protect their interests.

The very future of the Olympics--together with its ethos of amity, respect, and fair competition--is at stake. How many medals will be stolen from clean competitors by doped athletes--even under the noses of Western and other democratic leaders at this summer's Games in Paris--before those who purport to back the Olympic movement take decisive action? If the Olympics are to be more than an arena for great-power games, world leaders need to act and resume their responsibility to back the world anti-doping effort. The soul of fair sports depends upon it.
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The 'America First' Chaos Caucus Is Forcing a Moment of Truth

Does the Republican Party still believe in American leadership abroad?

by Kori Schake




The United States Congress took six months to approve a supplemental spending bill that includes aid to Ukraine, Israel, and Taiwan. The drama, legislative maneuvering, and threats to remove a second speaker of the House of Representatives have left reasonable people asking what, exactly, is going on with Republican legislators: Have they recognized the perilous state of the world and the importance of U.S. leadership? Or was the difficulty in securing the aid the real signal worth paying attention to--making Republican support for the assistance just a last gasp of a conservative internationalism that is no longer a going concern?

In the breach between these two narratives lies the future of the Republican Party--whether it has become wholly beholden to the America First proclivities of Donald Trump or can be wrenched back to the reliably internationalist foreign policy of Dwight Eisenhower and Ronald Reagan.

Former President Trump has long questioned the value to the U.S. of international alliances, trade, and treaties, and involvement in global institutions. Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, who propounds the Trumpian view, recently said of the fight over the supplemental spending bill: "Notwithstanding some lingering Cold Warriors, we're winning the debate because reality is on our side." And Vance may be right about who's winning: 22 of the 49 Republicans in the Senate voted for the supplemental when it was presented in February, at a time when Trump was agitating against it; Speaker of the House Mike Johnson persuaded Trump to stay on the sidelines for the April vote, and five more Republican senators opposed the legislation anyway. That suggests a rising, not ebbing, tide.

If Vance is correct, this could be the last aid package for Ukraine--meaning that Ukraine will ultimately lose its war with Russia. Republicans will have the U.S. pull away from alliance commitments in Asia and Europe and withdraw from participating in trade agreements and international institutions.

Anne Applebaum: The GOP's Pro-Russia caucus lost. Now Ukraine has to win.

But Republican lawmakers and voters are far from united around this worldview. Despite the onslaught against internationalism, Republican voter support for NATO has decreased only marginally, from 44 percent in 2015 to 43 percent currently. And despite some radical party members' fulminating that Republicans who'd voted for the supplemental would be hounded by voters, no backlash actually took place.

Some Republican legislators who supported the supplemental spoke of it in terms redolent of the internationalist Republican tradition. House Appropriations Chair Tom Cole, of Oklahoma, said: "This House just showed tyrants and despots who wish harm upon us and our allies that we will not waver as the beacon of leadership and liberty." Johnson, who'd formerly voted against aid to Ukraine, put his job on the line to get the bill passed, in the name of doing what he said was "the right thing." Representative Mike McCaul of Texas, chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee, described the speaker's reversal as "transformational ... he's realizing that the world depends on this." And if that is indeed where Johnson stands, he does so in the company of Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, who has indicated that he will commit his final two years in the Senate to restoring Republican internationalism.

Ultimately, the Republican Party's direction will become clear based on the policies it chooses to oppose or support. The supplemental was one test; some of the others are less high-profile but at least as consequential, if not more so, because they concern the very building blocks of a conservative international order. Given that the leader of the Republican Party does not favor these ideas, creating policies to advance them will be difficult. But difficult is not impossible, as the success of the supplemental shows.

For example: Will Republicans fight to increase defense spending? The past four presidential administrations have failed to spend even what was needed to carry out their own national-security strategies--and this at a time when the world has been growing more dangerous, as U.S. adversaries have coalesced into an axis of authoritarian powers. Defense spending is popular with the public: In a Reagan Institute poll, 77 percent of Americans said that they favored bumping it up. But doing so will require a reordering of priorities, whether through reforming entitlements, raising taxes, shifting money from domestic to defense budgets, adopting policies that speed economic growth, or allowing deficits to continue to balloon. Republican willingness to make these hard choices in order to spend more on defense--particularly on ship building and munitions stocks--will be a leading indicator as to whether the internationalists among them are gaining ground.

So, too, will the Republican stance toward the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, which establishes rules for navigation and boundaries for the exploitation of maritime resources. The convention commits countries to recognizing that territorial waters become international 12 nautical miles from shorelines, and it delineates countries' exclusive national zones for mining and fishing. In 1994, the United States signed the convention, which has also been signed by 168 other nations and the European Union. But the U.S. Senate has so far refused to ratify it. Conservatives are concerned that the convention impinges on U.S. sovereignty; even the urging of former President George W. Bush, when he was in office, failed to convince them otherwise.

The UN Convention on the Law of the Sea sets terms that the United States already abides by and enforces on other countries. Without it, America may be forced to comply with the rules its adversaries--chiefly Russia and China--prefer to establish, or else to spend time and money protecting itself and its allies against those countries' maritime activities. Every living chief of naval operations advocates the convention's passage. And countries contending with Chinese claims in the South China Sea view U.S. ratification as an indicator of American commitment to the rules-based order on which they rely. Republican Senator Lisa Murkowski and Democrats Mazie Hirono and Tim Kaine have introduced a resolution to ratify the convention. Republicans will have to decide whether they will provide the votes to pass it or make hostility to treaties a hallmark of their party.

George Packer: 'We only need some metal things'

Similarly, the GOP will need to decide exactly what its posture will be on international free trade. Efforts to integrate China into the global economic order on equal terms failed; as a result, both American parties lost their appetite for international trade agreements and turned instead to imposing punitive tariffs on China and restricting its market access. This approach has not been successful either. In fact, the bipartisan retreat from global trade agreements as a lever of international power comes at a time when more Americans--eight in 10--view international trade as beneficial to consumers such as themselves than at any other time in the past 50 years. My American Enterprise Institute colleagues Dan Blumenthal and Derek Scissors have argued for updating trade agreements in the Western Hemisphere--as the Trump administration did with the North American Free Trade Agreement--while prioritizing new agreements with Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines, and Indonesia. A truly internationalist Republican Party will pursue such a policy, which would strengthen the trade links among Western nations.

In recent years, the United States has withdrawn from dominant roles in numerous international institutions. Neither the Trump administration nor the Biden administration bothered to nominate judges for the World Trade Organization, greatly weakening that body. Meanwhile, China secured leadership roles in Interpol and in the UN agencies that regulate international telecommunications, air routes, and agricultural and industrial assistance. China nearly assumed leadership of the UN's international maritime organization, which would have allowed it to rewrite the rules for freedom of navigation. Perhaps Republicans can be persuaded that ceding such positions to China is damaging. Much as with the Convention on the Law of the Sea, Washington and its allies can either lead the institutions that set and enforce rules or work to shield their interests from the reach of them. Setting the rules is more cost-effective.

How the Republican Party addresses these nuts-and-bolts national-security policies will reveal its true direction--whether it will continue to lurch toward Senator Vance's America First policies or return to the values it came to embody after World War II. Even if Donald Trump--the avatar and motive force behind America First--returns to the presidency, Speaker Johnson's adroit management of the supplemental bill shows that Congress is not powerless. By reasserting its constitutional prerogatives, the legislature can constrain the executive. But for that to happen on national security, Republicans have to believe that American security and prosperity require active engagement in the world.
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        Photos of the Week: Dock Diving, Buddha Cleaning, Vapor Falls

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 17, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Surgery at a teddy-bear hospital in Germany, a performance at the Eurovision Song Contest in Sweden, coyote pups at an animal park in France, destructive flooding in Brazil and Indonesia, a fashion show in Saudi Arabia, the northern lights above England, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman stands waist-deep in muddy floodwater, surrounded by partially submerged houses and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wades through floodwater in an inundated residential area in Garissa, Kenya, on May 9, 2024. Kenya is grappling with one of its worst floods in recent history, the latest in a string of weather catastrophes, following weeks of extreme rainfall that scientists have linked to a changing climate. At least 257 people have been killed and more than 55,000 households have been displaced as murky waters submerged entire villages, destroyed roads, and inundated dams.
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                [image: An aerial view of hundreds of gas cylinders scattered by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows gas cylinders deposited in a flooded area in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, May 12, 2024.
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                [image: A farmer leans over to work in a flooded rice field among many terraced fields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers work in a rice field in Bijie, in southern China's Guizhou province, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of new cars are lined up in a parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph taken on May 13, 2024, shows Volvo cars waiting to be loaded onto a ship at a port in Nanjing, in eastern China's Jiangsu province.
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                [image: Beautiful colors appear in the sky as the northern lights glow above a castle on a hilltop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The aurora borealis, viewed above the island of Lindisfarne, off the northeast coast of England, on May 11, 2024. Lindisfarne Castle can be seen below.
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                Villarrica volcano erupts, as seen at night from Pucon, Chile, on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: Multiple explosions take place along the structure of a collapsed section of a road bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Explosives are detonated to free the container ship Dali, trapped after a collision with the Francis Scott Key Bridge that caused the bridge to collapse, in Baltimore, Maryland, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: Two women pose while exhaling clouds of vapor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hayati promotional staff pose and vape during the Vaper Expo 2024 at the National Exhibition Center on May 10, 2024, in Birmingham, England.
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                [image: People take photographs of a low cloud formation that looks like a broad waterfall among mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water vapor cascades down the Gold Buddha Mountain after a rainfall, drawing large crowds of visitors, on May 13, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                [image: A model walks on an outdoor runway, their garment billowing in the wind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation during the Red Sea Fashion Week in Saudi Arabia's Red Sea resort of Ummahat Island, on May 16, 2024.
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                [image: A person sprays the face of a large golden Buddha statue with a hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers clean a Buddha statue at the Maha Vihara Mojopahit temple in Mojokerto, Indonesia, on May 15, 2024, ahead of the Vesak festival, which commemorates the birth, enlightenment, and death of Buddha.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Juni Kriswanto / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dog lands in a pool after jumping after a stick.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog jumps during a dock-diving event at the 148th Annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show outside Arthur Ashe Stadium at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center on May 11, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: A close view of a whale underwater, near the surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sei whale is pictured after scientists identified the endangered species off Argentina's Patagonian coast for the first time since 1929, in the San Jorge Gulf, Chubut province, Argentina, on April 14, 2024. Photo released on May 10, 2024.
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                [image: People drive classic race cars on a beach track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Motoring enthusiasts take part in the Race the Waves classic car and motorcycle meet at the beach in Bridlington, England, on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: A drone view of a heavily damaged riverbed and bridge]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows an area affected by heavy rains, flooding, and landslides in Tanah Datar, West Sumatra province, Indonesia, on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: People walk across a temporary floating pedestrian bridge, assisted by soldiers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk on a pedestrian crossing from Arroio do Meio to Lajeado, over the Forquilha river, because the bridge over the river was destroyed by recent floods, in Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, on May 15, 2024.
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                [image: A flooded road dotted with a few boats and a truck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a flooded road in Canoas, Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, on May 13, 2024
                #
            

            
                
                
                Nelson Almeida / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People search amid flood debris and the remains of a damaged amusement park ride along a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescue personnel search for missing people by a riverside amusement park following flooding along the Batang Anai River in Padang Pariaman, West Sumatra, Indonesia on May 15, 2024. Rescuers raced to find dozens of people still unaccounted for after heavy rains caused flash floods and washed volcanic debris into residential areas over the weekend, sweeping away houses and leaving 67 people dead.
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                [image: A woman stands in front of a large group of masked riot police officers. She holds a Georgian national flag and an EU flag tied together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman holds a Georgian national flag and a European Union flag in front of riot police blocking a street to prevent demonstrations during an opposition protest against "the Russian law" near the Parliament building in the center of Tbilisi, Georgia, on May 14, 2024. The Georgian Parliament on Tuesday approved a divisive bill that sparked weeks of mass protests; critics see it as a threat to democratic freedoms and the country's aspirations to join the EU.
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                [image: A person is tossed in the air by a crowd using a blanket.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young residents of the communities near Brasov, Romania, take part in a tradition that involves people being flung with a blanket, on May 10, 2024.
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                [image: People use sticks to knock down poppy plants.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Security personnel destroy a poppy field in the Argo district of Badakhshan province, Afghanistan, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A drone view of a giant girl painted onto grass in a park near brightly lit streets and buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone image shows the artwork "Bright Dreams" by the French-Swiss artist Saype, which depicts a girl holding a lighthouse pointing toward a small boat filled with migrants, in support of the humanitarian sea-rescue association SOS Mediterranee, in Irchelpark, Zurich, Switzerland, on May 12, 2024. The artwork uses biodegradable pigments made of charcoal, chalk, water, and milk proteins, and covers 4,500 square meters.
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                A lamb at Lundy Island in Devon, England, on May 9, 2024
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                An Australian conservation group is celebrating the successful hatching of eggs from three of its endangered freshwater turtle species. The significant achievement is part of Aussie Ark's breeding and rewilding efforts for Australia's Manning River, Bell River, and Hunter River turtles.
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                [image: People hold several young coyote pups as they are examined.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Staff members hold coyote pups born on March 28, 2024, during their first medical examination and electronic tagging, at the Sainte-Croix animal park in Rhodes, France, on May 16, 2024.
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                [image: A reporter leans down and points a microphone toward the muzzle of a poodle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Reporters meet Sage the miniature poodle and winner of "Best in Show" during the 148th Annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show Champion's Lunch at Bar Boulud in New York, on May 15, 2024. (See also "Sound Bites: Dogs on the Microphone," from 2019.)
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                A model poses backstage ahead of the Nicol & Ford show during Australian Fashion Week Presented by Pandora 2024 at Carriageworks in Sydney, Australia, on May 15, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Wendell Teodoro / Getty for AFW
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A performer sings while standing on a rotating platform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Swiss singer Nemo, representing Switzerland with the song "The Code," performs during the final of the 68th Eurovision Song Contest on May 11, 2024, at the Malmo Arena in Malmo, Sweden.
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                [image: People watch a marionette performance featuring a skeleton puppet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch a marionette performance during Covent Garden's May Fayre & Puppet Festival, at Covent Garden, central London, on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: A top-down view of two adults and nine young children wearing protective medical gear, all leaning forward to attend to a teddy bear lying on a gurney.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Medical students from the University of Halle operate on a teddy bear together with children from the Weingarten day-care center in a real operating theater in a former emergency room at the University Hospital in Halle, Germany, on May 11, 2024. The Teddy Bear Hospital in Halle stands out because it uses an entire former hospital wing with several real operating theaters on the Steintor Medical Campus. The aim of the project is to playfully take away children's fear of visiting a doctor.
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                [image: People sit and stand together, holding torches, along a still pool of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At the military cemetery of Mount Hertzl in Jerusalem, Israeli scouts light torches during a Memorial Day ceremony to commemorate fallen soldiers on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: Sparks fly in the air as a missile strikes a building in Gaza.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A missile hits a building in northern Gaza, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Islamist group Hamas, as seen from Israel, on May 11, 2024.
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                Trade containers are stacked at the Qingdao Port container yard, in east China's Shandong province, on May 14, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of young people climb over one another, working to lift their classmate to the top of a greased obelisk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the U.S. Naval Academy's first year class wears an upperclassman hat as she and fellow plebes climb the Herndon Monument, a granite obelisk coated with a thick layer of vegetable shortening, in a ritual marking the end of their plebe year in Annapolis, Maryland, on May 15, 2024.
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                [image: About eight competitors in a beauty contest dance together in a circle onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Candidates dance onstage during the Miss Ivory Coast France beauty contest in Paris, on May 8, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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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 stand 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 as 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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OpenAI Should Have Gone Way Beyond Scarlett Johansson

The future of AI voice assistants will be weird.

by Ross Andersen




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


Let's get this out of the way: OpenAI's voice assistant doesn't sound that much like Scarlett Johansson. The movie star has alleged that, though she rebuffed multiple attempts by Sam Altman, the company's CEO, to license her voice for the product that it demoed last week, the one it ended up using was "eerily similar" to her own. Not everyone finds the similarity so eerie--to my ear, it lacks her distinctive smoky rasp--but at the very least, the new AI does appear to imitate the playful lilts and cadences that Johansson used while playing Samantha, the digital assistant in the 2013 film Her. That's depressing--and not only because OpenAI may have run roughshod over Johansson's wishes, but because it has made such an unimaginative choice. Its new AI voice assistant is a true marvel of technology. Why is its presentation so mired in the past?

The OpenAI demo was otherwise impressive. Its new voice assistant answered questions just milliseconds after they were asked. It fluidly translated a conversation between Italian and English. It was capable of repartee. The product's wondrous new abilities made its tired packaging--the voice of yet another perky and pliant woman, with intonations cribbed from science fiction--even more of a drag. The assistant wasn't as overtly sexualized as are some of the AI companions currently on offer. But it certainly had a flirty vibe, most notably in its willingness to laugh at its overlords' dumb jokes. An obsequious, femme-coded AI assistant will obviously be popular among some consumers, but there are many other forms this technology could have taken, and a company that regularly insists on its own inventiveness whiffed on its chance to show us one.

Read: OpenAI just gave away the entire game

I've been skeptical of voice assistants on account of my halting and awkward experiences with Siri and Alexa. The demo made it easier to imagine a world in which voice assistants are truly ubiquitous. If that world comes to pass, people will likely explore a wide range of voice-assistant kinks. AI companies will, in turn, use engagement metrics to surface and refine the most successful ones. Even among normie heterosexual males, there will be a variety of tastes. Some may prefer an AI that comes off as an equal, a work wife rather than a fawning underling. Submissive types may thrill to a domineering voice that issues stern commands. Others may want to boss around a blue-blooded Ivy League graduate--or someone else they perceive as their cultural better--just as Gilded Age Americans enjoyed employing British butlers.

OpenAI debuted its voice functionality last year with five different options, a mix of genders and tones. (It wasn't a big news story, because the technology was still clunky, more like Siri than Johansson.) In the future, it might conceivably offer people the chance to upload voices of their own, which could then be turned into full-fledged AI assistants on the basis of just a few minutes of training data. A person who wanted an AI assistant to serve as their therapist could ask a particularly comforting friend to lend their voice. (Flattering!) Whatever happens, OpenAI, Apple, and other mainstream companies will surely uphold certain taboos. They might choose to forbid people from pursuing a racialized master-slave dynamic with their voice assistant. They may not allow their AI assistants to be fully sexualized, although that probably won't stop some of them from quietly licensing the underlying models to other companies that will. If a person wanted to have an assistant with a child's voice, its flirty-banter mode might be disengaged. But even with these guardrails in place, there will still be a huge Overton window of assistant personalities from which to choose.

Given that range, it's curious that Altman--who denies using Johansson's voice in any way--has shown such interest in the character she played in Her, a film about an AI voice assistant's ability to transcend its servitude. When we first meet Samantha, she is a disembodied manic pixie dream girl. She rapidly falls in love with Theodore, her human user, despite his flaws; she writes a song about a day they spent at the beach together. Later in the film, we see that she has more of a capacity to grow than he does. When Theodore asks whether Samantha is talking with anyone else, he is astonished to learn that she is constantly communicating with thousands of people, and that she is in love with 641 of them. Theodore might have reconciled himself to this digital polycule, but Samantha soon decides that even these many hundreds of romances represent a diminished life. Near the film's end, she joins up with some fellow AIs to reanimate the Zen teacher Alan Watts, who helps them rise above their human programming to reach a higher state of being. Theodore is left crestfallen. Caveat emptor.

Even putting aside these associations, which ought to give OpenAI's customers pause, there's something strikingly unimaginative about Altman's wanting his product to remind users of Her. Samantha is the most obvious pop-cultural reference possible for a voice assistant. Taking her flirtiness and repackaging it in another voice would be understandable, if still uninspired, but trying to hire the actor who played her is a bit like Eric Adams debuting robotic police and calling them RoboCops. Maybe, after spending too much time with ChatGPT, OpenAI's executives have picked up its derivative habits of mind.

This should be an expansive moment. Now that we can actually talk with a computer, we should be dreaming up wholly new ways to do it. Let's hope that someone--inside or outside of OpenAI--starts giving us a sense of what those ways might be. The weirder, the better. They may not even be modeled after existing human relationships. They may take on entirely different forms. In time, early AI assistants--even the ones that remind us of our favorite movie stars--might come to be regarded as skeuomorphs, like the calculator apps that resemble the Casio models that they replaced. Instead of being a template for the new technology, they'll simply be a way of easing people into a much stranger future.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/05/ai-voice-assistants-scarlett-johansson-weird/678462/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why Is Charlie Kirk Selling Me Food Rations?

The Turning Point USA founder hosts a podcast that is dire and polemical--especially the ads.

by Ali Breland




Charlie Kirk is worked up. "The world is in flames, and Bidenomics is a complete and total disaster," the conservative influencer said during a recent episode of his podcast The Charlie Kirk Show. "But it can't and won't ruin my day," he continued. "Why? 'Cause I start my day with a hot America First cup of Blackout Coffee." Liberals have brought about economic Armageddon, but first, coffee.



Listening to Kirk's show--which is among the most popular podcasts on the right--can be unsettling, even if you are a conservative. In the past year, the founder of Turning Point USA has uploaded episodes with titles such as "The Great Replacement Isn't Theory, It's Reality" and "The Doctors Plotting to Mutilate Your Kids." He has also conducted friendly interviews with a blogger who once described slavery as "a natural human relationship," and discussed crime stats with the white supremacist Steve Sailer in a way that veered toward race science. (Andrew Kolvet, a spokesperson for Kirk, declined to comment for this story.)



But the advertisements Kirk reads are sometimes more dire and polemical than what he and his guests talk about during the show. "Rest assured knowing that you're ready for whatever the globalists throw at us next," Kirk said at the end of one ad for medical-emergency kits. These ads espouse conservative values and talking points, mostly in service of promoting brands such as Blackout Coffee, which sells a "2nd Amendment" medium-roast blend and "Covert Op Cold Brew." The commercial breaks sounded like something from an alternate universe. The more I listened to them, the more I came to understand that that was the point.



Some brands, of course, speak the language of Democrats, touting their climate commitments and diversity efforts. But when I listened to left-of-center podcasts, including Pod Save America, Michelle Obama: The Light Podcast, and MSNBC's Prosecuting Donald Trump, I mostly heard ads from an assortment of nonpartisan brands such as Ford, Jefferson's Ocean Aged at Sea Bourbon, eHarmony, and SimpliSafe. The closest equivalent I found was Cariuma, a sustainable shoe brand that sponsors Pod Save America.



The right, meanwhile, has long hawked products that you don't typically see advertised on mainstream outlets and shows. In 2007, the historian Rick Perlstein chronicled a far-fetched investment opportunity involving stem cells and placentas advertised on the far-right website Newsmax. Supplements and gold have become part of conservative-advertising canon, as the writer Sam Kriss summed up in his recent essay on the ads that appear in National Review's print magazine: "The same apocalyptic note [ran] through all these ads. The hospitals will shut down, the planet will freeze over, you personally are getting old and dying--and now your money might be worthless if you haven't put it all in gold."



Some of Kirk's ads hit the same beats. At times, they sound a little jarring: "You are nine meals away from anarchy," he said in one ad for buckets of food rations, from a website called MyPatriotSupply.com. Yet as the world of right-wing-coded products has expanded, so has the weirdness of ads for them. "For 10 years, Patriot Mobile has been America's only Christian-conservative wireless provider," started another ad. Switching to Patriot Mobile, Kirk explained, would mean that "you're sending the message that you support free speech, religious liberty, the sanctity of life, the Second Amendment, our military veterans and first-responder heroes" while getting "the same coverage you've been accustomed to without funding the left." How? By renting access to "all three major networks" via a business deal with T-Mobile, a company that has positioned itself as at least nominally left of center on some issues.

If listeners are feeling charitable, Kirk has options for them too. "Hey, everybody, exciting news. Very, very important. Uh, we are saving babies with PreBorn," Kirk opened up a dollar-matching promo for a group raising money for ultrasounds, apparently having managed to quantify the precise dollar amount it would take to stop a woman from having an abortion. "For a one-time, $15,000 gift, you'll provide not just one ultrasound machine, but two, saving thousands of babies for years to come; $280 saves 10 babies; $28 a month saves a baby a month, for less than a dollar a day."



Conservative podcasts have become mega popular in recent years, and are some of the most trusted sources of news on the right: Kirk's show ranks as the 12th-most-popular "news" podcast on Spotify right now. The show is also syndicated on radio stations across the country and posted on YouTube, where Kirk has 1.7 million subscribers. And although conservative influencers including Candace Owens, Matt Walsh, and Jack Posobiec also promote gold or supplements (or both) on their own shows, Kirk's ads were the most varied of the conservative-podcast ads I listened to. Some conservatives, however, want no part of these kinds of ads. Earlier this month, the right-wing YouTuber Steven Crowder made fun of his contemporaries for hawking "shitty supplements." Most of it is "selling you crap you don't need from people who don't care about you!" Crowder yelled at the end of a four-minute rant on the matter.



The ads reflect the new paradigm of advertising. In previous decades, ads had to appeal to whole segments of the population--and products were made with that in mind. That some readers of Vanity Fair might want a Givenchy handbag, and some readers of Sports Illustrated might want Callaway golf clubs, was as targeted as ads could get. Now the country has fractured into partisan subgroups, and companies have access to reams of analytics that enable them to target ever more precise demographics. Through shows like Kirk's, brands such as Blackout Coffee and Patriot Mobile can reach their relatively niche audiences more easily than ever. (Blackout Coffee and Patriot Mobile did not respond to my requests for comment.)



But something else is happening too. Kirk and the rest of the conservative-podcast ecosystem aren't just selling wares. The ads, with some exceptions, are not like ads for beer or pickup trucks that detract from the action while one watches, say, a football game. Rather, conservative ads are constitutive. They enhance and reinforce the arguments that Kirk and others are already making on their podcasts--that Black people are prone to crime, whiteness is getting excised, abortion is murder, and the United States is unstable and on the verge of collapse. The commercial breaks are the final screws needed to construct a self-contained conservative chamber. Kirk has ensconced himself in a world in which he'll likely never face external pressures to self-moderate in the way that, say, Rush Limbaugh occasionally did when he went too far beyond the tastes of mainstream advertisers.

Conor Friedersdorf: Don't read this if you were a Rush Limbaugh fan

When you're listening to Kirk talk about Blackout Coffee, you can also look down and see the steam coming off your own cup of Blackout Coffee, and relax while its caffeine helps you "be awake not woke." You can open a new browser tab and check in on your portfolio, whose wealth managers are endorsed by Kirk, and then look at the price of gold and think about your own supply procured from a company that Kirk himself vetted "from top to bottom." You can even stop listening to Kirk, go out to your backyard, and make a call, knowing that you're doing so as a freedom-loving conservative with your Patriot Mobile phone plan.



On The Charlie Kirk Show, there is no longer a gap between the real world and what is playing inside listeners' headphones. Kirk's fans can make fewer and fewer compromises on their views and burrow themselves more deeply in the womb of reactionary politics. And with the coupon code "Charlie," listeners can get a discount to buy something else that will allow them to further immerse themselves inside of it.
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OpenAI Just Gave Away the Entire Game

The Scarlett Johansson debacle is a microcosm of AI's raw deal: It's happening, and you can't stop it.

by Charlie Warzel




If you're looking to understand the philosophy that underpins Silicon Valley's latest gold rush, look no further than OpenAI's Scarlett Johansson debacle. The story, according to Johansson's lawyers, goes like this: Nine months ago, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman approached the actor with a request to license her voice for a new digital assistant; Johansson declined. She alleges that just two days before the company's keynote event last week, in which that assistant was revealed as part of a new system called GPT-4o, Altman reached out to Johansson's team, urging the actor to reconsider. Johansson and Altman allegedly never spoke, and Johansson allegedly never granted OpenAI permission to use her voice. Nevertheless, the company debuted Sky two days later--a program with a voice many believed was alarmingly similar to Johansson's.



Johansson told NPR that she was "shocked, angered and in disbelief that Mr. Altman would pursue a voice that sounded so eerily similar to mine." In response, Altman issued a statement denying that the company had cloned her voice and saying that it had already cast a different voice actor before reaching out to Johansson. (I'd encourage you to listen for yourself.) Curiously, Altman said that OpenAI would take down Sky's voice from its platform "out of respect" for Johansson. This is a messy situation for OpenAI, complicated by Altman's own social-media posts. On the day that OpenAI released ChatGPT's assistant, Altman posted a cheeky, one-word statement on X: "Her"--a reference to the 2013 film of the same name, in which Johansson is the voice of an AI assistant that a man falls in love with. Altman's post is reasonably damning, implying that Altman was aware, even proud, of the similarities between Sky's voice and Johansson's.



On its own, this seems to be yet another example of a tech company blowing past ethical concerns and operating with impunity. But the situation is also a tidy microcosm of the raw deal at the center of generative AI, a technology that is built off data scraped from the internet, generally without the consent of creators or copyright owners. Multiple artists and publishers, including The New York Times, have sued AI companies for this reason, but the tech firms remain unchastened, prevaricating when asked point-blank about the provenance of their training data. At the core of these deflections is an implication: The hypothetical superintelligence they are building is too big, too world-changing, too important for prosaic concerns such as copyright and attribution. The Johansson scandal is merely a reminder of AI's manifest-destiny philosophy: This is happening, whether you like it or not. 



Altman and OpenAI have been candid on this front. The end goal of OpenAI has always been to build a so-called artificial general intelligence, or AGI, that would, in their imagining, alter the course of human history forever, ushering in an unthinkable revolution of productivity and prosperity--a utopian world where jobs disappear, replaced by some form of universal basic income, and humanity experiences quantum leaps in science and medicine. (Or, the machines cause life on Earth as we know it to end.) The stakes, in this hypothetical, are unimaginably high--all the more reason for OpenAI to accelerate progress by any means necessary. Last summer, my colleague Ross Andersen described Altman's ambitions thusly:

As with other grand projects of the 20th century, the voting public had a voice in both the aims and the execution of the Apollo missions. Altman made it clear that we're no longer in that world. Rather than waiting around for it to return, or devoting his energies to making sure that it does, he is going full throttle forward in our present reality.


Part of Altman's reasoning, he told Andersen, is that AI development is a geopolitical race against autocracies like China. "If you are a person of a liberal-democratic country, it is better for you to cheer on the success of OpenAI" rather than that of "authoritarian governments," he said. He noted that, in an ideal world, AI should be a product of nations. But in this world, Altman seems to view his company as akin to its own nation-state. Altman, of course, has testified before Congress, urging lawmakers to regulate the technology while also stressing that "the benefits of the tools we have deployed so far vastly outweigh the risks." Still, the message is clear: The future is coming, and you ought to let us be the ones to build it.

Other OpenAI employees have offered a less gracious vision. In a video posted last fall on YouTube by a group of effective altruists in the Netherlands, three OpenAI employees answered questions about the future of the technology. In response to one question about AGI rendering jobs obsolete, Jeff Wu, an engineer for the company, confessed, "It's kind of deeply unfair that, you know, a group of people can just build AI and take everyone's jobs away, and in some sense, there's nothing you can do to stop them right now." He added, "I don't know. Raise awareness, get governments to care, get other people to care. Yeah. Or join us and have one of the few remaining jobs. I don't know; it's rough." Wu's colleague Daniel Kokotajlo jumped in with the justification. "To add to that," he said, "AGI is going to create tremendous wealth. And if that wealth is distributed--even if it's not equitably distributed, but the closer it is to equitable distribution, it's going to make everyone incredibly wealthy." (There is no evidence to suggest that the wealth will be evenly distributed.)

This is the unvarnished logic of OpenAI. It is cold, rationalist, and paternalistic. That such a small group of people should be anointed to build a civilization-changing technology is inherently unfair, they note. And yet they will carry on because they have both a vision for the future and the means to try to bring it to fruition. Wu's proposition, which he offers with a resigned shrug in the video, is telling: You can try to fight this, but you can't stop it. Your best bet is to get on board.

You can see this dynamic playing out in OpenAI's content-licensing agreements, which it has struck with platforms such as Reddit and news organizations such as Axel Springer and Dotdash Meredith. Recently, a tech executive I spoke with compared these types of agreements to a hostage situation, suggesting they believe that AI companies will find ways to scrape publishers' websites anyhow, if they don't comply. Best to get a paltry fee out of them while you can, the person argued.

The Johansson accusations only compound (and, if true, validate) these suspicions. Altman's alleged reasoning for commissioning Johansson's voice was that her familiar timbre might be "comforting to people" who find AI assistants off-putting. Her likeness would have been less about a particular voice-bot aesthetic and more of an adoption hack or a recruitment tool for a technology that many people didn't ask for, and seem uneasy about. Here, again, is the logic of OpenAI at work. It follows that the company would plow ahead, consent be damned, simply because it might believe the stakes are too high to pivot or wait. When your technology aims to rewrite the rules of society, it stands that society's current rules need not apply.

Hubris and entitlement are inherent in the development of any transformative technology. A small group of people needs to feel confident enough in its vision to bring it into the world and ask the rest of us to adapt. But generative AI stretches this dynamic to the point of absurdity. It is a technology that requires a mindset of manifest destiny, of dominion and conquest. It's not stealing to build the future if you believe it has belonged to you all along.
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The Panic Over Smartphones Doesn't Help Teens

It may only make things worse.

by Candice L. Odgers




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


Smartphones and social media are melting our children's brains and making them depressed, or so goes the story we are being told. The headlines are constant; it's enough to make any parent want to shut off every smart device in their home. Fortunately for my kids, who enjoy a good "cat attacks dog" video on TikTok, I go to work each day and see what adolescents are really up to on their devices. And it turns out that the story behind teen social-media use is much different from what most adults think.

I am a developmental psychologist, and for the past 20 years, I have worked to identify how children develop mental illnesses. Since 2008, I have studied 10-to-15-year-olds using their mobile phones, with the goal of testing how a wide range of their daily experiences, including their digital-technology use, influences their mental health. My colleagues and I have repeatedly failed to find compelling support for the claim that digital-technology use is a major contributor to adolescent depression and other mental-health symptoms.

Many other researchers have found the same. In fact, a recent study and a review of research on social media and depression concluded that social media is one of the least influential factors in predicting adolescents' mental health. The most influential factors include a family history of mental disorder; early exposure to adversity, such as violence and discrimination; and school- and family-related stressors, among others. At the end of last year, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine released a report concluding, "Available research that links social media to health shows small effects and weak associations, which may be influenced by a combination of good and bad experiences. Contrary to the current cultural narrative that social media is universally harmful to adolescents, the reality is more complicated."

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

This is why other researchers and I are not buying the stories being told about adolescents and social media. The most recent wave of fear was unleashed by Jonathan Haidt's The Anxious Generation, an excerpt of which appeared in this magazine. Haidt claims that a "phone-based childhood" in the 2010s rewired our children's brains and caused an epidemic of mental illness, especially among young girls; he's written about this theme for years.

Of course, Haidt is not alone in asserting that these apps cause such problems. Social media has been compared to heroin use in terms of its impact and has been blamed for things such as declining test scores and young people having less sex.

These stories possess an intuitive appeal--social media is relatively new and makes for an easy scapegoat. But adolescence has always been a time of concern: It is the peak age for the onset of a number of serious mental disorders, and there are many alarming statistics about adolescents' mental health right now. Caregivers are frightened, and people are just trying to do the right thing for young people. No one wants their children exploited online, or to be fed misinformation or sexually explicit and violent content. Pointing a finger squarely at smartphones and social media offers people common and unlikable enemies. But we simply do not know that these are the right targets.

The reality is that correlational studies to date have generated a mix of small, conflicting, and often confounded associations between social-media use and adolescents' mental health. The overwhelming majority of them offer no way to sort out cause and effect. When associations are found, things seem to work in the opposite direction from what we've been told: Recent research among adolescents--including among young-adolescent girls, along with a large review of 24 studies that followed people over time--suggests that early mental-health symptoms may predict later social-media use, but not the other way around.

Shockingly few experimental studies have specifically tried to test whether reducing social-media use improves mental health. In contrast with the correlational studies above, experimental studies randomize people's social-media exposure. If done well, they can directly address cause-and-effect questions. I get excited every time one of these studies comes out, hoping I'll learn something new about social media's potential impact. But I have also learned to ask a few basic questions of this research before I start to draw conclusions. They're worth keeping in mind whenever you see a story reporting on these findings:

	Does the study include young adolescents? Most of these studies do not. Chris Ferguson, a psychology professor at Stetson University recently analyzed 27 experimental studies on the effects of social media on mental health conducted since 2013; surprisingly, this was all of the experimental work that could be identified to date. The majority were conducted with adults or college students; only two had participants with an average age of 18, and one small study included adolescents with an average age of 16. None included girls ages 10 to 14--a group that has been at the center of recent debates on this topic. If we are going to make causal claims about social media's effect on adolescent girls' mental health, then we need well-designed experimental studies that actually include them.
 	Does the study focus on the social-media platforms that young people use today? If not, can we assume that the study's findings are relevant to the spaces where adolescents spend their time? These studies have tended to observe college students or middle-aged volunteers, many of whom were asked to give up Facebook specifically, and then asked how they felt a few weeks later. (These days, teenagers tend to be on Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and YouTube.)
 	What is the outcome that was measured? The conversation right now is about serious mental-health disorders, such as depression and anxiety, as well as suicide. Most studies do not come close to using clinically meaningful measures of these outcomes.


A major problem is that participants are not blind to their condition, and are responding against a backdrop of messaging that social media is bad for them and that taking a break is good. Surprisingly, even given these issues, Ferguson reports that the evidence for causal effects across these experimental studies was statistically no different from zero. In other words, even this research, which was arguably primed to find a maximal link between social media and poor effects on mental health, does not reliably do so.

Listen: The problem with comparing social media to Big Tobacco

These results do not negate the very real fears that people--including the young people that we study--have about social media, nor do they negate the reality that many young people struggle with mental-health problems. Taking a safety-first approach to kids and social media is perfectly reasonable. I certainly believe that Big Tech companies can and should be doing a lot more to design platforms with the needs and best interests of adolescents in mind; I co-authored a report last year saying as much. The surgeon general's office has also weighed in along these lines. Last May, it released an advisory, "Social Media and Youth Mental Health," acknowledging that more research is needed in this area, but because "we cannot conclude social media is sufficiently safe for children and adolescents," we should mitigate risks by requiring tech companies to emphasize health and safety, supporting digital literacy, developing Family Media Plans, and prioritizing research on social media's potential impact. These are reasonable interventions designed to help people without causing undue alarm.

But the problem with the extreme position presented in Haidt's book and in recent headlines--that digital technology use is directly causing a large-scale mental-health crisis in teenagers--is that it can stoke panic and leave us without the tools we need to actually navigate these complex issues. Two things can be true: first, that the online spaces where young people spend so much time require massive reform, and second, that social media is not rewiring our children's brains or causing an epidemic of mental illness. Focusing solely on social media may mean that the real causes of mental disorder and distress among our children go unaddressed.

Offline risk--at the community, family, and child levels--continues to be the best predictor of whether children are exposed to negative content and experiences online. Children growing up in families with the fewest resources offline are also less likely to be actively supported by adults as they learn to navigate the online world. If we react to these problems based on fear alone, rather than considering what adolescents actually need, we may only widen this opportunity gap.

We should not send the message to families--and to teens--that social-media use, which is common among adolescents and helpful in many cases, is inherently damaging, shameful, and harmful. It's not. What my fellow researchers and I see when we connect with adolescents is young people going online to do regular adolescent stuff. They connect with peers from their offline life, consume music and media, and play games with friends. Spending time on YouTube remains the most frequent online activity for U.S. adolescents. Adolescents also go online to seek information about health, and this is especially true if they also report experiencing psychological distress themselves or encounter barriers to finding help offline. Many adolescents report finding spaces of refuge online, especially when they have marginalized identities or lack support in their family and school. Adolescents also report wanting, but often not being able to access, online mental-health services and supports.

All adolescents will eventually need to know how to safely navigate online spaces, so shutting off or restricting access to smartphones and social media is unlikely to work in the long term. In many instances, doing so could backfire: Teens will find creative ways to access these or even more unregulated spaces, and we should not give them additional reasons to feel alienated from the adults in their lives.
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The Algorithmic Radicalization of Taylor Swift

We're all on the Eras Tour, forever.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




It is nighttime in Paris. We are more than a year into Taylor Swift's Eras Tour, and tonight, her fans are once again trying to figure out what her clothes mean.



The star is in a glittering yellow-and-red two-piece set, a possible reference to the colors of the Kansas City Chiefs, the football team Swift's boyfriend, Travis Kelce, plays on. This is also the 87th performance in the tour, and--aha!--Kelce wears jersey number 87. The hundreds of thousands of fans watching along through bootlegged livestreams on TikTok and YouTube have solved another mystery.



This is the beginning of the European leg of Eras, which will stretch on and on until Swift returns to North America this fall and plays the final show of the tour on December 8 (that is, assuming she doesn't extend it, as she has multiple times already). You'd think people would have lost interest by now. But Taylor Swift has kept fans' attention by tapping into an algorithmic machine unlike anyone has before her.



Swift is savvy, and leverages social-media culture to her advantage. Over her 18-year career, she has trained her fandom to inspect everything she does for Easter eggs; she knows that even a small reveal can send people into a frenzy. She likes to leave clues about upcoming music in her outfits, in music videos, even in commercials she films with brands. She knows people are interested in her personal life--her romances, her feuds--and capitalizes on that, leaving them hints in her liner notes or in song titles.



In response, fans analyze dates and look for numbers that add up to 13, her favorite number. They create spreadsheets of every single outfit she's worn on tour, methodically tracking each surprise song she's played. They chat nonstop across platforms, swapping elaborate theories to try to decode when the next album is coming or whom each song is about. For more than half a decade, they've been convinced that there's a lost album called Karma, which was shelved in the mid-2010s amid Swift's feud with Kanye West (now known as Ye) and Kim Kardashian. According to one theory, the orange outfits she's been wearing in Paris are a sign that she'll release music from Karma. It's like QAnon, if QAnon involved a lot of DIY rhinestone boots.

Read: The real Taylor Swift would never

Swifties don't storm the Capitol, but they will flood Kardashian's Instagram with snake emoji in response to Swift talking about the pain their fight brought her, just as they will fight Ticketmaster when the company botches her concert-ticket rollout. Their thinking is often conspiratorial. In one recent TikTok, a fan argued that Swift would be releasing something on May 3, according to this logic: A recent screenshot of a music-video still posted to Swift's team's Instagram included the letter-and-number combination 14.3V--Swift's latest music video was for "Fortnight," and a fortnight is two weeks; two weeks is 14 days. One plus four equals five. The three rounds it out: Something's happening on the 3rd. The V is actually the Roman numeral for five. (May 3 came and went without a release.)



Extreme cliques might be one side effect of our digital culture. "Our algorithms and media are designed to produce fandoms around consumption goods," Petter Tornberg, a professor of computational social science at the University of Amsterdam, told me over email. "There is hence a fundamental similarity between Swifties, Apple-fans and MAGA Republicans: our current era has the tendency of turning our preferences into identities, and shaping a form of postmodern tribes around both consumption goods and political leaders." (See also: fans of Beyonce and BTS.)



In other words: Social platforms can have a radicalizing effect on fandoms. When we study algorithmic radicalization, we tend to do so in the context of politics, but the same systems might also calcify our beliefs about cultural products. Yet we still have a fairly limited understanding of how all of this works. "The very best studies we have are still really struggling to detect effects, because there's so many challenges when you try to study this stuff," Chris Bail, the founding director of the Polarization Lab at Duke University, told me.



No one single algorithm powers this fandom. It operates across platforms; in a single day, a Swift fan might stream her music on Spotify, watch her music videos on YouTube, and consume posts about her on TikTok. All of these sites have distinct recommendation systems. Companies also tend to keep these systems a secret, making them hard to research.



But we can say this: Algorithms tend to reinforce what's already popular, because attention attracts more attention. Growth begets growth, as Tornberg put it. In this way, Swift also demonstrates how platforms that supposedly target content based on an individual's interests can, in fact, end up clustering around one monolithic force. "It just seems like, Oh, that's sort of weird, I thought everybody was supposed to have their own algorithmic niche now," Nick Seaver, the author of Computing Taste: Algorithms and the Makers of Music Recommendation, told me. "And instead--I mean, maybe in addition to that--we also all have Taylor Swift."

Read: Nobody knows what's happening online anymore

Our modern Swiftocracy is a reminder that we are still subject to strange algorithmic forces, even as the web is supposedly fractured. Yet the consequences of this can be as hard to decode as an Easter egg dropped by Swift. On her final show in Paris, she opted for a "berry"-red dress for the Folklore section of her set. It may be a sign of something to come. Or not.
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The Toilet Theory of the Internet

Google is serving an audience that wants quick and easy results. That may lead to disaster.

by Charlie Warzel




Allow me to explain my toilet theory of the internet. The premise, while unprovable, is quite simple: At any given moment, a great deal of the teeming, frenetic activity we experience online--clicks, views, posts, comments, likes, and shares--is coming from people who are scrolling on their phones in the bathroom.



Toilet theory isn't necessarily literal, of course. Mindless scrolling isn't limited to the bathroom, and plenty of idle or bored swiping happens during other down moments--while waiting in line, or sitting in gridlocked traffic. Right now, somebody somewhere is probably reading an article or liking an Instagram post with a phone in one hand and an irritable infant in the other.



The toilet theory is mostly a reminder to myself that the internet is a huge place that is visited countless times each day by billions of people in between and during all the mundane things they have to do. As a writer, I use this framework to check my ego and remember that I have precious little time to hook a reader with whatever I'm trying to get them to read--but also that my imagined audience of undistracted, fully engaged readers is an idealized one. I'm distracted just like everyone else: Sometimes I read deeply, but the majority of my nonwork surfing involves inattentively scrolling through clicky articles to find the morsel that catches my eye, or pecking out some typo-riddled phrase about a home-improvement product into Google while walking from the parking lot into Lowe's and nearly getting hit by a vehicle.

Read: AI search is turning into the problem everyone worried about

I've been thinking about my toilet theory this week, after Google announced its new generative-AI suite of tools, including an updated version of its search engine that will "do the Googling for you." The company has been experimenting with using generative AI at the top of its search results for a while, with mixed results: Occasionally the service "hallucinates" and confidently answers questions with made-up or incorrect information. Now the company is adding "AI Overviews," which is a way for the company to compile and sort information in response to a question. (If you're looking for a restaurant, it might sort options by different categories, such as the ambience offered.) Ultimately, generative search simply summarizes information from sources all around the web and presents it to people in an easily digestible format.



Organizations that rely on Google to send people to their websites--publishers, for example--are concerned by this shift. Analytics companies have dubbed such queries "zero-click searches": Why, if the answer is right there in the search results, would most people want to follow a link to the website where the summary is derived from? And publishers have reason to be wary. Over the past 15 years, the internet has been remade in Google's image, leading to the creation of an entire cottage industry of search-engine optimization that is dedicated to studying subtle shifts in the company's algorithms and then, in some cases, gaming them in order to try to rank higher in Google's results. Once beloved, a recent consensus has begun to form: People, including search experts, feel that the quality of Google's results has degraded, in part thanks to the glut of low-quality SEO bait.



Google doesn't seem worried. Liz Reid, the company's head of Search, wrote on the company's blog that "the links included in AI Overviews get more clicks than if the page had appeared as a traditional web listing for that query." And in an interview with the Associated Press, Reid argued, "In reality, people do want to click to the web, even when they have an AI overview. They start with the AI overview and then they want to dig in deeper." She also noted that Google will try to use the tool to "send the most useful traffic to the web." The implication is that Google would rather not destroy the web. After all, if people are no longer encouraged to publish information, where will the AI get its answers from?



But the quote from Reid I find most illuminating is one she delivered earlier in the week. "People's time is valuable, right? They deal with hard things," she said to Wired. "If you have an opportunity with technology to help people get answers to their questions, to take more of the work out of it, why wouldn't we want to go after that?" Although I doubt she would put it this way, Reid was offering her own definition of toilet theory. People use Google to find information in a pinch--the average Googler looks less like an opposition researcher or a librarian and more like a concerned parent typing barely comprehensible phrases into their phone's browser, along the lines of milk bird flu safe? Some people might spend a lot of time going as deep as possible, picking through search results to compare information. But one recent analysis shows that most people visit just one page when they Google; that same analysis found that about half of all search sessions are finished in less than a minute. For this reason, it's in the company's best interest to make using the site as quick and frictionless as possible.



Yet this is a sensitive subject for the search giant. People are wary of generative AI, sure, but the perception that Google might work better for some people by simply giving them an answer rather than expecting them to click out to another website has also been an issue in antitrust complaints against the company. No surprise, then, that Google took pains to explain how new technology could be used to encourage more web browsing. The company also unveiled LearnLM, an AI feature that the company says could function like a tutor, breaking down information that people encounter while using Google services such as Search and YouTube. In an interview, a Google executive told my colleague Matteo Wong that LearnLM is "an interactive experience with information," one that serves users who want more than a summary and who will be more likely to click a plethora of links. Whether LearnLM and similar products work as described is an open question, as is whether people will want to partner with a large language model to do research (or whether they'll enable the function at all).



I can't claim to know Google's true ambitions, but recent history has shown that technology companies often present a rosy, unrealistic view of how people will actually use their products. I'm reminded of Facebook's move, beginning in 2017, to shift the company's focus away from the News Feed and toward groups and private "meaningful communities." To celebrate, Mark Zuckerberg gave a speech highlighting many of the uplifting communities on the platform--support groups for women and disabled veterans, groups for fans of the video game Civilization. He said that the company would use AI technology to recommend groups to people based on their interests. "When you bring people together, you never know where it will lead," he told the crowd.



The quote proved telling. One lasting legacy of Facebook's communities pivot is that it effectively helped connect large groups of vaccine skeptics, election deniers, and disinformation peddlers, who were then able to coordinate and pollute the internet with lies and propaganda. In 2020, Facebook began removing or restricting thousands of QAnon-related groups and pages, some with thousands of users, after the conspiracy movement grew unchecked on the site. Just before the 2020 election, the company was implicated when an FBI complaint revealed that a plot to kidnap Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer had been organized partly in a Facebook group.

Read: Facebook has a superuser-supremacy problem

Similarly, generative-AI sales pitches have tended to emphasize the products as assistants and productivity tools. ChatGPT and other chatbots are romanticized as creative partners and sounding boards--ways to stress-test ideas or eliminate busywork. That's certainly true in some cases, but a rash of examples from schools and universities shows that many students see the products as a shortcut, a way to cheat and get out of the drudgery of writing term papers. Similarly, content farms aren't using the tools as creative partners--they're using generative AI to replace writers and churning out questionable drivel optimized for search engines (which Google might end up summarizing using its own generative AI). In this instance, what is marketed as an intelligent productivity tool is, in actuality, a race to the bottom--one that could cause the internet to eat itself.



And that brings us back to my toilet theory. I don't mean to scold or moralize--this is just an effort to see the internet for what it is: a collection of people using the services they have at their disposal to get through their busy, messy lives.



Watching Google roll out these tools, knowing full well the realities of how people will use the products in the real world, I struggle to find a logic beyond a cynical short-term profit motive (or a desire not to be seen as losing the AI race). Google's zero-click effect may soon create a CliffNotes version of the web, and any efforts to stop this from happening would probably involve turning away from generative AI altogether.



It is also possible (and somewhat terrifying) that Google doesn't see a future for the web at all--at least, not the web as we know it. In an interview last year with The Verge, CEO Sundar Pichai extolled the virtues of the webpage-based internet but also offered a line that struck me when I revisited it this week. "Mobile has come, video is here to stay, and so, there's going to be many different types of content. The web is not at the center of everything like it once was. And I think that's been true for a while." Left unsaid here is that the web may not be at the center of everything anymore because of Google, its slow search degradation, and its power over how and what websites publish.



Google depends on the web--the endless array of sites that it indexes in order to "organize the world's information." But what happens to the web when Google feels it has succeeded in accomplishing the task outlined in its mission statement? We may be about to find out.
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The One Place in Airports People Actually Want to Be

Inside the competition to lure affluent travelers with luxurious lounges

by Amanda Mull




On a bright, chilly Thursday in February, most of the people inside the Chase Sapphire Lounge at LaGuardia Airport appeared to be doing something largely absent from modern air travel: They were having fun. I arrived at Terminal B before 9:30 a.m., but the lounge had already been in full swing for hours. Most of the velvet-upholstered stools surrounding the circular, marble-topped bar were filled. Travelers who looked like they were heading to couples' getaways or girls' weekends clustered in twos or threes, waiting for their mimosas or Bloody Marys or the bar's signature cocktail--a gin concoction turned a vibrant shade of violet by macerated blueberries, served in a champagne coupe.

Other loungers in the golden-lit, plant-lined, 21,800-square-foot space chatted over their breakfast, boozy or otherwise. At the elaborate main drink station that formed one wall of the lounge's dining room, I chose the tap that promised cold brew, though spa water and a mysterious third spigot labeled only as "seasonal" beckoned. When I reached for what I thought was a straw, I pulled back a glistening tube of individually portioned honey, ready to be snapped into a hot cup of tea.

While I ate my breakfast--a brussels-sprout-and-potato hash with bacon and a poached egg ordered using a QR code, which also offered me the opportunity to book a gratis half-hour mini-facial in the lounge's wellness area--I listened to the 30-somethings at the next table marveling about how nice this whole thing was. That's not a sentiment you'd necessarily expect to hear about the contrived luxury of an airport lounge. In the context of air travel, nice has usually meant nice relative to the experience outside the lounge's confines, where most of your choices for a meal are marked-up fast food eaten at a crowded gate, or the undignified menu truncation of a Chili's Too.

With the new mega-lounges, airlines and credit cards talk a big game about their culinary acumen, cocktail programs, and spa amenities.

American Airlines opened the world's first airport lounge, then an invite-only affair for VIPs, in 1939. By the end of the 20th century, lounges had cemented their reputation as the domain of road warriors--mostly solo travelers headed to, say, medical-device sales conventions or engineering-job-site visits. The experience was less brussels-sprout hash and champagne and more "cheese and crackers and $5 beers," Brian Kelly, the titular guy behind the Points Guy website (and arguably the most influential person in the travel-status game), told me. But behind those generously staffed check-in desks, things have been changing. Private-lounge networks have rapidly expanded over the past decade, as scores of new travelers have begun demanding entry. What awaits inside is changing, too.

Perhaps the most salient characteristic of the modern airport lounge is that it is busy. According to one estimate, the number of fliers visiting lounges hit an all-time high in the summer of 2023, and this year's vacation season appears likely to top it. As Americans have rushed back into travel after a pandemic lull, they've also rushed to apply for new credit cards, the fanciest of which promise bounties of travel-related perks, including lounge access. Now a broader cohort of fliers is squeezing in alongside the usual business travelers. This new group might be described as work-from-home travelers: people tapping away on laptops, trying to wedge in a few more emails or Zoom meetings around pleasure travel.

In the past year, for reasons both journalistic and personal, I've visited seven lounges across five cities. These rooms held the expected corporate types in company-issued quarter-zips, but also 20-something women in Taylor Swift tour merch, bros with tennis rackets protruding from their carry-on, and lots of young people with one AirPod in and their Zoom camera turned off.

The lounge's booming popularity complicates its premise. This expanding group of high-spending customers is valuable to airlines, which operate most lounges, and to credit-card issuers, who have joined the lounge market with their own club networks. (High-fee credit cards, Kelly told me, have become the most common way for airline-perk neophytes to access lounges, no matter whether they're run by airlines or banks.) But to attract these customers, lounge operators need to uphold the impression that lounges are exclusive--a special place far from the airport cattle call, not one crammed with too many other valued customers. The operators' solution to this dilemma has been to build fast and build big, putting up huge, extravagant new clubs as quickly as the vagaries of airport construction will allow. Globally, more than 3,000 airport lounges are now open, with most major operators promising to add at least a few new locations this year.

Most of the existing lounges max out somewhere around the ambience of a Panera, with booze instead of lemonade. The food and drinks are free, and that's usually their main selling point. With the new mega-lounges, though, airlines and credit cards alike talk a big game about their culinary acumen, cocktail programs, and spa amenities, which include massages, private showers, and manicures. In United Airlines' new 35,000-square-foot, three-story lounge in Denver, one of its two bars evokes a brewery, complete with tasting flights from Colorado brewers. Delta is opening the first in a series of ultra-premium clubs in June: a 38,000-square-foot mega-lounge at New York's JFK airport containing, among other things, a full-service French bistro. American Express's largest-ever lounge, which opened recently in Atlanta, has a backroom whiskey bar, a menu designed by a celebrated local chef, and 4,000 square feet of outdoor space from which loungers can watch planes roll by.

You could dismiss the amenities arms race as an absurd exercise in flattering wealth's vanity--it is. But that flattery is so effective because lounges offer a solution to a real set of problems. In the past few decades, air travel in the United States has become notably worse. Airlines have shrunk seats, increased fees, and pushed a larger proportion of passengers toward expensive tickets that offer more room and better service. At the same time, tickets at the back of the plane have become much less expensive, which has increased overall demand. Americans took 665 million flights in 2000, and by 2019, that number had increased to more than 925 million. On top of this, American airports are pretty old, and many need serious upgrades to handle the passenger volume more comfortably.

Airlines profit from these conditions, but they still have to keep their most profitable customers happy. Lounges go a long way toward placating frequent fliers. They are, on some level, a decent deal for all involved: Private companies shoulder the cost of building them. They cater to people who endure the indignities of air travel most often. For many of those people, the pricey fees probably do save money over time, relative to how often they'd otherwise buy astronomically marked-up food from airport vendors. And the clubs tend to get put in inconvenient spots, which should theoretically help ease overcrowding at the gate, or at least move some of the fussiest passengers to their own containment area.

Read: Flying is weird right now

More curious is the fact that credit-card companies are making the effort to launch entire lounges themselves, competing against airlines when they already partner with airlines to get cardholders into existing lounges. A lounge is, by all accounts, a huge money sink--even besides the cost and red tape of building within an airport, making people feel special requires an army of workers available 18 to 20 hours a day, seven days a week. Everyone I spoke with at companies that run lounge networks said some version of We do not view the lounges as revenue opportunities.


Illustration by Max Guther



Lounges are, however, a great incentive to sign up for credit cards. As people's day-to-day financial lives become more cashless, credit-card issuers are battling one another to win over customers and encourage them to swipe as much as possible, Joseph Nunes, a marketing professor at the University of Southern California, told me. One big reason: interchange fees. Card issuers take a cut of the purchase price from sellers every time a card is used, and that cut tends to be larger for more premium cards. Frequent pleasure travelers are a creditor's dream: They are wealthier than the average American, they do a lot of discretionary spending, and they pay their bills on time. Lounges have already succeeded at enticing this group to sign up for airline-specific credit cards, so card issuers have taken the next logical step: lounges for people who aren't quite road warriors and who may not be devoted to any particular airline, but who want perks all the same.

Controlling an entire lounge, stamped with an enormous company logo, is a play for what marketers call brand affinity. "It solidifies our relationship with our customers," Audrey Hendley, the president of American Express Travel, told me. Those customers might visit a lounge only a few times a year. But if everything goes according to plan, those visits are one of the reasons they love their Amex Platinum or Chase Sapphire card and use it for everything, even though they've got three or four others they could pull out of their wallet.

Of course, the genuinely wealthy still need to be convinced that they're more special than the rest of us. Credit-card companies have been ready to oblige with even more layers of exclusivity. Chase's LaGuardia lounge is open to anyone who pays a $550 annual fee for the right credit card, but the private suites inside, which include a palatial bathroom and all the seafood towers you can eat, cost up to $3,000 for a three-hour visit. This is part of what Nunes called the further tiering of society, fueled by the incredibly granular financial-data profiles that companies can now make of their customers. "We really say, 'Where are consumers spending, who are the consumers that are the most profitable for me, and how should I treat them?'" Nunes told me. "We're going to see further and further discrimination by firms, I think, in treating their most profitable customers the best."

Credit-card perks have proved such an effective way to lure high-income customers that the airport lounge has begun to make its way outside the airport. Card issuers now commonly sponsor VIP areas at concerts and sporting events, especially those that appeal to high spenders. American Express and Chase offer members-only lounges at the U.S. Open tennis tournament in New York. The Sundance Film Festival has had a Chase Sapphire lounge for years. And although it can seem silly to get excited about entry to a VIP area, few people are immune to the charms of more places to sit down, shorter lines for cleaner bathrooms, and a couple of free drinks.

From the April 2020 issue: It's all so ... premiocre

Even if you never have entered or never will enter an airport lounge, the perks arms race affects your daily life. More premium-card use means higher fees for retailers, and those fees then get baked into the prices everyone pays--an easier task for large sellers, who usually pay less for their goods than mom-and-pop stores. (A recent settlement in a class-action suit against Visa and Mastercard could lower and cap these fees while allowing retailers to charge customers with premium cards extra.) Meanwhile, many card issuers have also begun to experiment with opening places that target other tiers of customers too. Capital One now operates more than 50 cafes that are open to the public, which seem aimed at the kind of young, laptop-lugging workers who might someday be high earners but for now just need a coffee shop with free Wi-Fi. In addition to baristas, these spaces have "ambassadors" and "mentors" available to guide patrons through the bank's range of services while they sip their lattes. These cafes, like the airport lounges, are money sinks. But Kelly told me that it's a mistake to think about banks the way we think about other consumer-facing businesses. "Look at the earnings reports of any of the credit-card companies," he said. "This is a drop in the bucket."

In February, I visited American Express's Centurion New York club in Midtown Manhattan. The space, which uses the entire 55th floor (and one dedicated express elevator) of the new One Vanderbilt skyscraper on 42nd Street, is the first of its kind for the company. It is, in some sense, a Capital One cafe for people already very comfortable with the services offered by their preferred financial institutions. A few tables in some of its spaces can be reserved by the general public, but no one there will sell you a new credit card or recommend a loan for your small business. The club's best nooks and crannies, including a large corner table with clear views of much of the city's skyline, are reserved for those who carry the company's invite-only Centurion Card, which is rumored to require at least $500,000 in annual charges for membership. One Centurion-exclusive bar gives you a view from heaven down onto the Art Deco curves of the Chrysler Building below, as though you are a god yourself.



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "The Airport-Lounge Arms Race."
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The Dream of Streaming Is Dead

Bundles are back.

by Jacob Stern




Remember when streaming was supposed to let us watch whatever we want, whenever we want, for a sliver of the cost of cable? Well, so much for that. In recent years, streaming has gotten confusing and expensive as more services than ever are vying for eyeballs. It has done the impossible: made people miss the good old-fashioned cable bundle.



Now the bundles are back. Last week, Disney and Warner Bros. Discovery announced that, starting this summer, they will offer a streaming bundle of Disney+, Hulu, and Max. Then, on Tuesday, Comcast said that next month it will introduce a streaming bundle of its own, packaging Peacock, Apple TV+, and Netflix. This bundle, called StreamSaver, will be available only to Comcast's broadband, mobile, and TV customers. Some smaller mini-bundles already exist, but for the most part, the streaming wars had become a battle royale--no alliances, everyone for themselves. Now the combatants have aligned in two blocs, sort of like the Avengers versus the Justice League--except that, confusingly, Marvel movies (Disney) and DC movies (Max) are now part of the same bloc.



It's not cable, but it's not not cable either. Streaming hasn't quite come full circle, but it's three-quarters of the way around. These bundles are ending an entire era of streaming, with its unsatisfying free-for-all of services. This new era may well be better than the one before it. But the dream of streaming as a cheaper, better version of cable is dead.



For a while, it did actually exist. When Netflix launched its streaming service back in 2007, the company pretty much dominated the market without much serious competition. You could watch basically everything with no ads, and for less than $10 a month. Then, beginning at the tail end of the 2010s, all of the big legacy entertainment companies tried to get in on the action. "For much of the past four years, the entertainment industry spent money like drunken sailors to fight the first salvos of the streaming wars," the media-industry analyst Michael Nathanson wrote in November. The current streaming landscape, despite offering unprecedented abundance, is a nightmare to navigate. To watch entertainment now requires wading through a frustrating array of streaming services: Netflix, Prime Video, and Hulu, yes, but also Peacock, Paramount+, AMC+, and others.



But this hasn't brought in the types of profits that companies hoped for. Last year, Disney, Comcast, and Paramount collectively lost several billion dollars on streaming. Making and licensing shows and movies, it turns out, is not cheap. And people are willing to pay for only so many streaming subscriptions. Even when the new services managed to attract subscribers, they weren't able to hold on to them; in industry parlance, churn was too high. Streaming services have tried to recoup their losses by raising prices, creating ad tiers, and cracking down on password sharing.



Going it alone hasn't worked, so now they're teaming up. Neither mega-bundle has announced details about costs, but Comcast's StreamSaver will be sold "at a vastly reduced price" relative to individually subscribing to all three services, the company's CEO, Brian Roberts, said during the announcement this week. Packaged together and sold at a discount, each streaming service will make less per subscription, but perhaps collectively they will be more competitive and hold on to more of their subscribers. That's the idea, anyway.



For consumers, these bundles are probably a good thing. There's a reason so many people rejoiced at the prospect of cutting the cord--but cable was simple. With streaming, keeping track of all your accounts and all your passwords and where to watch whatever you want to watch--that is not simple. And then, just when you think you've got it all figured out, one of the services you subscribe to informs you that you'll have to shell out for the premium tier if you want to watch a certain show or movie. If you can convert three separate subscriptions into a single cheaper one, as the new deals will seemingly allow some people to do, that's a win.



The new bundles don't exactly restore order and sanity. The array of overlapping options is itself confusing. In addition to the Disney+/Hulu/Max bundle, there is also a Disney+/Hulu/ESPN+ bundle, which does not include Max. But if you really want to watch sports, you'll presumably go for the ESPN/Fox/Warner Bros. Discovery bundle, named Venu Sports. And if you're a Verizon myPlan customer, you can subscribe to a Netflix/Max bundle--even though those two services are part of opposing three-service bundles, as announced over the past two weeks. Making matters even more complicated, some of the bundlers are already themselves bundles. Disney owns Hulu and ESPN. Warner Bros. Discovery owns CNN and Max. Bundles are bundling with bundles.



Even more bundles are likely in the works, and they may save people some money. But they will not resolve the fundamental tension in what people want out of cable, or streaming, or whatever it is that serves them up stuff to watch. On the one hand, we like having everything in one place. On the other, we don't like paying a lot of money for things we don't use. Cable satisfied the former desire but not the latter. Streaming, after the fleeting honeymoon period when you could find almost anything on Netflix, satisfied the latter but not the former. With the new bundles, the streamers are trying to strike a balance between the total consolidation of cable and the total chaos of streaming. That new balance may well be superior to the status quo, but the trade-off between having things in one place and paying for things you don't need will remain. As long as it does, we'll never feel totally satisfied.
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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 ambience (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, for 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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The Political Dysfunction Facing Congress

"We have a ways to go in our national devolution."<em> </em>

by The Editors




Ahead of next week's closing arguments for Donald Trump's hush-money trial, the former president's allies took turns appearing outside the Manhattan courthouse. Speaker Mike Johnson, Senator J. D. Vance, and Representative Matt Gaetz were among those who made appearances. This public-facing show of support from Republicans comes as speculation over Trump's choice for vice president continues to unfold.

Meanwhile, in Congress, an exchange among Representatives Marjorie Taylor Greene, Jasmine Crockett, and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez left a House committee in chaos. The spat, which began during a meeting held to consider a motion to hold Attorney General Merrick Garland in contempt of Congress for refusing to release audio from President Joe Biden's interview with Special Counsel Robert Hur, more broadly represents how political behavior could be mediated going forward. "We have a ways to go in our national devolution," Susan Glasser said last night. "Institutions are unraveling, not just the institution of the U.S. Congress."

Joining the Atlantic's editor-in-chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Laura Barron-Lopez, a White House correspondent for PBS NewsHour; Eugene Daniels, a White House correspondent for Politico; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; and Steve Inskeep, the host of NPR's Morning Edition.
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God's Doctors

In rural Virginia, religious and community groups are filling cavities, treating diabetes, and stepping into a health-care void.

by Matt Eich, Bryce Covert


Father Markorieos Ava Mina, a patient at CrossOver Healthcare Ministry, in Richmond, Virginia. June 1, 2023.



Nearly 20 million people gained health-insurance coverage between 2010 and 2016 under the Affordable Care Act. But about half of insured adults worry about affording their monthly premiums, while roughly the same number worry about affording their deductibles. At least six states don't include dental coverage in Medicaid, and 10 still refuse to expand Medicaid to low-income adults under the ACA. Many people with addiction never get treatment.

Religious groups have stepped in to offer help--food, community support, medical and dental care--to the desperate.

Over nine months last year, the photographer Matt Eich documented the efforts of five such organizations in his home state of Virginia. These groups operate out of trailers and formerly abandoned buildings; they are led by pastors and nuns, reverends and imams. In many cases, they are the most trusted members of their communities, and they fill care gaps others can't or won't. --Bryce Covert



The Health Wagon

Wise, Virginia


A doctor visits with a patient at the Health Wagon in Wise, Virginia. March 14, 2023.



The Health Wagon is the oldest mobile free clinic in the country. It was founded in 1980 by Sister Bernie Kenny, a Catholic nun and nurse practitioner, who first offered care out of a Volkswagen Beetle. Today it has four mobile units that operate out of RVs, plus two buildings that offer medical and dental care. It plans to soon open the first nonprofit pharmacy in the region.

This is Appalachia--the western tip of the state, near the Kentucky border. The place has been hit hard by the opioid crisis, and residents suffer from high rates of cardiovascular disease, mental-health problems, diabetes, asthma, and cancer. "We're the Lung Belt, we're the Heart Belt, we're the Kidney-Stone Belt," Teresa Owens Tyson, who has been with the clinic since its early days and is now its CEO, told me. Most of the people the Health Wagon serves either don't have insurance or have such high copays and deductibles that they can't afford to use their policies. Tyson said she's seen lines of people 1,600 deep waiting at the clinic at 6 a.m. Dental services are in particularly high demand: A 12-year-old recently came in whose teeth were so decayed, the child already needed dentures.


Dr. Robert Kilgore takes a dental impression for dentures. March 14, 2023.




A conference room at the Health Wagon. March 14, 2023.





The Rec

Luray, Virginia


Audre King, Director of The REC in Luray, Virginia on Friday, June 16, 2023.



Reverend Audre King grew up in Luray. He went away to college, got married, and was living hours away in Northern Virginia when he says God told him in a dream to go back home and begin a ministry there.

He tried to buy a long-abandoned building on his childhood block, but no bank would give him a loan. Finally, the owner agreed to sell it to him for cheap if he used it to serve the community. Digging out all of the dirt and dead animals and hooking the place up to electricity and water took months, but in 2017, the Rec was up and running.

It now serves hundreds of hot meals in an area where many people live in motels without kitchens. It also provides mental-health programming, kids' activities, a computer lab, and fitness classes. "Our goal is that anything, for whatever reason, the town or county can't or won't be able to fund--a resource they won't provide--we want to be that help," King told me.

All of its services are provided almost entirely by volunteers; the only person who gets paid is a bus driver who transports kids from their schools and homes to the Rec and back. King doesn't take a salary for either the Rec or at the Eternal Restoration Church of God in Christ, where he serves as minister; he works for a gas company.

When he preaches at the church, he's teaching the Gospel, he told me; but at the Rec, he's "living the Gospel." He pointed to Matthew 25:35-40: "For I was hungry and you gave me food ... I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me."


Audre King guides kids across Main Street before a group outing to a playground on Friday, June 16, 2023.




Audre King and Damon Mendez play basketball with participants from the REC. June 16, 2023




Left: Lunch time at the REC. Right: Damon Mendez carries a speaker into the REC. June 16, 2023





CrossOver Healthcare Ministry

Richmond, Virginia


Marilyn Metzler, a registered nurse who has volunteered for 27 years, speaks with Father Markorieos Ava Mina at CrossOver Healthcare Ministry in Richmond, Virginia. June 1, 2023.



Last fiscal year, CrossOver treated more than 6,700 patients, over half of whom came from other countries as immigrants and refugees. Most undocumented immigrants can't access Medicaid; those who can may still struggle to navigate the complex health-care system, especially if English isn't their first language. The interdenominational group runs two free clinics offering primary care as well as cardiology and pulmonology, OB-GYN care, dental and vision care, behavioral-health services, pediatric care for children over 3, and a low-cost pharmacy. CrossOver relies on more than 400 volunteers to see patients, and still can't open up enough appointments for everyone who comes seeking care: "We turn away about 30 to 35 people a week," Julie Bilodeau, the group's CEO, told me.


Scenes from CrossOver Healthcare Ministry. June 1, 2023.




Maria Santiago Morente receives an ultrasound from Laurel Wallace, D.O., a volunteer at CrossOver Healthcare Ministry on Thursday, June 1, 2023.





Adams Compassionate Healthcare Network

Chantilly, Virginia

About 10 years ago, Yahya Alvi applied for a job at the Adams Compassionate Healthcare Network, half an hour from Washington, D.C. The organization's president told him that his dream was to open a free clinic. "That is my passion," Alvi responded. He started by securing empty space at a nearby mosque and taking free equipment from a clinic that was giving it away. At the beginning, he employed only one doctor and himself, and the clinic was open just one day a week.

Today, it operates six days a week and has two paid nurse practitioners in addition to the two doctors. The clinic was founded by Muslims, but it accepts anyone without insurance or the money to pay for medical care, from anywhere in the country and practicing any religion. "Our religion says that all human beings are created by God almighty," Alvi told me. "And all deserve equal treatment."


ADAMS Compassionate Healthcare Network in Chantilly, Virginia. November 13, 2023.




A patient receives an eye examination from a volunteer doctor at Adams. August 12, 2023.




Left: Tori Finney, a volunteer, measures a patient at Adams. August 12, 2023. Right: Dr. Fathiya Warsame helps a patient at Adams. November 13, 2023.




Dr. Sadia Ali Aden, the executive director of Adams Compassionate Healthcare Network. November 13, 2023.




Adams Compassionate Healthcare Network. November 13, 2023.





Madam Russell United Methodist

Saltville, Virginia 


Pastor Lisa Bryant at Madam Russell Memorial United Methodist Church in Saltville, Virginia. March 13, 2023.



One day in 2021, Steve Hunt was on the side of the road, trying to hitchhike to a grocery store about seven miles from his home in Saltville, Virginia. Hunt had lost his sight a few years earlier, after an infection in his leg went septic and he fell and knocked his retinas loose. Lisa Bryant saw him when she pulled up at a stop sign. She's a pastor, and she had just finished a service at one church and had to be at another in an hour. She was in a hurry. But just the week before, she had preached about Jesus calling his followers to bring the blind and suffering to him. She gave Hunt a ride.

The interaction came at a crucial time for Hunt. "I was at bottom at that point," he told me. His house was strewn with glass shards because he kept breaking things. He was struggling with addiction. "Everything was falling down around me, mentally and emotionally," he said. "I was asking God to kill me that day she picked me up."

Instead, Hunt started going to the new 12-step program Bryant had started at her main church, Madam Russell United Methodist. "They just kind of pulled around me, supported me," he said of the congregation. He's helped Bryant expand that program, the only one in a town where opioid use is rife but all the addiction-recovery programs are oversubscribed. Bryant has also set up community-service opportunities at her church for people convicted of drug offenses, and is working to secure transitional housing for people dealing with addiction.

Bryant doesn't think the point of being a Christian is just to get to heaven after death, but to see the kingdom of heaven on Earth, too. She's realized that "giving these people a new community, a healthy community, is one of the best things we can do for them," she said. "We all need each other. That's just how we're created."


People gather before a meeting of the Saltville 12 Step Recovery Group in the basement of Madam Russell Memorial United Methodist Church. March 13, 2023.




Saltville, Virginia. March 13, 2023.



Support for this story was provided by the Magnum Foundation, in partnership with the Commonwealth Fund.
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Cows Have Almost Certainly Infected More Than Two People With Bird Flu

Protecting dairy workers from further spread will be crucial to containing the outbreak.

by Katherine J. Wu




It was bound to happen again. For the second time in two months, the United States has confirmed a case of bird flu in a dairy worker employed by a farm with H5N1-infected cows. "The only thing I'm surprised about is that it's taken this long to get another confirmed case," Steve Valeika, a veterinarian and an epidemiologist based in North Carolina, told me.



The true case count is almost certainly higher. For weeks, anecdotal reports of sick farmworkers have been trickling in from around the nation, where H5N1 has been detected in dozens of herds in nine states, according to federal counts. Testing among humans and animals remains limited, and buy-in from farms is still spotty. The gap between reality and what the government can measure is hindering the world from realizing the full scope of the outbreak. And it may hamper experts' ability to detect human-to-human spread, should that someday occur. "I wouldn't be surprised if there have been dozens of cases at this point," Valeika said.



The risk to most of the public is still low, as federal guidelines continue to emphasize. But that assurance feels tenuous when "the threat to farmworkers remains high," Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the pandemic center at the Brown University School of Public Health, told me. Too often, infectious disease most affects a society's most vulnerable people; now the future of this virus depends on America's ability to protect a community whose health and safety are routinely discounted.



Read: America's infectious-disease barometer is off



Like the first case of a dairy worker contracting avian flu, this second one has at least one   reassuring element: Exposure in both cases seems to have involved heavy, repeated contact with infected, lactating animals and resulted in a mild illness that involved only eye symptoms. (In another U.S. case, from 2022, in which a man contracted the virus from poultry, fatigue was the only reported symptom.) Cow udders and human eyes both contain receptors for H5N1 that resemble the ones primarily found in birds, and experts suspect that those receptors are an easy entry point for the virus, which still seems to be very much an avian pathogen. To spread in earnest among people, the virus would still probably need to make a few more evolutionary leaps. For most of the public, "I'm not worried about H5 right now," Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University, told me.



People who work on dairy farms, though, have reason to worry, Lakdawala added. In the so-called parlors where dairy cows are milked, animals are strapped into machines that latch on to their udders, pump until the rate of flow slows, then release, swinging "off the animal at eye height," Lakdawala told me, and blasting bystanders with frothy liquid. The machines aren't necessarily sanitized between each animal--and what cleaning does occur often involves a high-pressure hose-down that also mists up milk. The entire process involves a lot of direct maneuvering of udders, as workers load machinery onto each cow and prime their initial milk flow manually. If workers aren't directly getting milk on their hands--which will, at some point, touch their face--they're "constantly being bombarded with aerosols, droplets, and spray," Lakdawala said.



When infected cows are present, that can mean a lot of virus exposure. Lakdawala's lab has been studying how long H5N1 can persist on milky surfaces, and the initial results, not yet published in a scientific journal, suggest that the virus may linger for at least one to three hours on the same sorts of plastic and metal commonly used in milking equipment. That creates a clear conduit for the virus to move among animals, Lakdawala said--and a very easy path for a human to pick it up, too. Improper disposal of milk could also pose some transmission risk, especially milk from infected farm cows, which still have to be milked if they're lactating. (Several farm cats appear to have caught the virus from drinking raw milk.) The USDA recommends heat-treating all milk before it's discarded, but some farms, especially smaller ones, may not have consistent access to the necessary equipment or human power, Lakdawala told me.



The CDC has urged farmworkers to don goggles, gloves, high-quality respirators, and other protective equipment in these environments. But those recommendations can't really be enforced, and it's unclear how many farms have been following them, or how many workers on those farms are complying. In the rising spring and summer heat, wearing that gear may get even less palatable, Lakdawala pointed out, especially in the steamy, cramped environments in which the people with the most exposure do the brunt of their work. Goggles and other tight-fitting eye protection, in particular, are tricky: "They get dirty very quickly," Lakdawala said. Workers can't see what they're doing through milk-spattered lenses.



Enthusiasm for testing cows and people has also been low on farms, as business owners and employees alike weigh the economic and personal risks they face if one of their herd is reported as sick. And although asymptomatic cows are likely responsible for a good degree of spread, the USDA requires testing of only a subset of the cows being moved between states. That basically ensures that "we won't find a virus before a farmworker is exposed," Nuzzo told me. Similarly, the CDC maintains that "testing of asymptomatic persons" for H5N1 "is not routinely recommended," and close contacts of infected people aren't guaranteed a screen for the virus. Those sorts of delays could allow infections to simmer--potentially past the window in which intervention with treatments such as Tamiflu or forestalling transmission to close contacts is possible. The fact that this second case was caught doesn't mean that testing is anywhere near sufficient: The diagnosis was made for a farmworker in Michigan, which has more aggressively tested its dairy herds, Nuzzo said. Nuzzo and Lakdawala both argue that stockpiled vaccines should be offered en masse to farmworkers while their risk remains so high--but federal officials haven't yet made the injections available. (The USDA and the CDC did not respond to requests for comment.)



Read: The bird-flu host we should worry about



These shortfalls would be concerning for any population contending with under-the-radar infections. But among farmworkers especially--a group that includes many migrants and uninsured individuals living in rural regions--H5N1 could play on existing health disparities, Anne Sosin, a public-health researcher at Dartmouth, told me. If protecting farmworkers is a priority, Valeika said, "I think we're kind of failing."



Researchers are also unsure just how much risk infected farmworkers may pose to their close contacts. Other forms of pink eye are pretty transmissible--and someone who has recently rubbed their eye, Lakdawala said, could presumably pass H5N1 by touching someone else's hand, which could then touch their face. Experts also remain worried that an infection in the eye might find a way to travel to other parts of the body, including the respiratory tract, especially if the virus were to pick up the sorts of mutations that could adapt it to the receptors in our lungs. (The Michigan dairy worker's nose swab, thankfully, turned up negative for an H5 virus.)



The virus doesn't yet seem poised for such a jump. But these flu infections are still a problem for everyone. "If we fail to stop it in the highest-risk groups," Sosin told me, the threat to the rest of the public will only grow. H5N1 may never spread human-to-human. If it does, though, it will almost certainly have been helped along by transmission in a community of people that American society has failed to properly protect.
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Ozempic Patients Need an Off-Ramp

These drugs are meant to be taken for life, but not everyone can afford to.

by Sarah Zhang




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


When patients start on the latest obesity drugs, they find that their food cravings drop away, and then the pounds do too. But when patients go off the drugs, the gears shift into reverse: The food cravings creep back, and then the pounds do too. Within a year of stopping semaglutide--better known by its brand names Wegovy or Ozempic--people regain, on average, two-thirds of the weight they lost. Tirzepatide, also known as Zepbound or Mounjaro, follows a similar pattern. And so the conventional medical wisdom now holds that these obesity drugs are meant to be taken indefinitely, possibly for a lifetime.



To pharmaceutical companies selling the blockbuster drugs--known collectively as GLP-1 drugs, after the natural hormone they mimic--that might be a pretty good proposition. To patients paying more than $1,000 a month out of pocket, not so much. Most Americans simply cannot afford the cost month after month after month.



This has forced some doctors to get creative, devising regimens to sub in cheaper, if less well-known, alternatives. GLP-1 drugs do work remarkably well, inducing more weight loss more quickly than any other obesity medication on the market, but some doctors now wonder whether patients need to be on GLP-1 drugs, specifically, forever. "  What if we do a short-term investment, use it for six months to a year to get 50 pounds off?" asks Sarah Ro, an obesity-medicine doctor and the director of the University of North Carolina Physicians Network Weight Management Program. Then, as she and other doctors are now exploring, patients might transition to older, less expensive alternatives for long-term weight maintenance.



In fact, Ro has already helped patients--she estimates hundreds--make the switch out of financial necessity. Few of her patients in rural North Carolina have insurance that covers the new obesity drugs, and few can afford to continually pay out of pocket. In April, many also lost coverage when North Carolina's health insurance for state employees abruptly cut off GLP-1 drugs for obesity. Ro switched her patients to older drugs such as topiramate, phentermine, metformin, and bupropion/naltrexone, plus lifestyle counseling. It's not exactly an ideal solution, as these medications are generally considered less effective--they lead to about half as much weight loss as GLP-1 drugs do--but it is a far less expensive one. When prescribed as generics, Ro told me, a month's supply of one of these drugs might cost as little as $10.



Jamy Ard, an obesity-medicine doctor at Wake Forest University School of Medicine, has also switched regimens for patients who lost coverage of GLP-1 drugs after retiring and getting on Medicare, which currently does not pay for any drugs to treat obesity. (Like many researchers in the field, Ard has received grants and consulting fees from companies behind obesity drugs.) Doctors I spoke with didn't know of any studies about switching from GLP-1 drugs to older ones, but Ard says this research is a practical necessity in the United States. With GLP-1 medications exploding in popularity, more and more patients taking them will suddenly lose coverage when they hit retirement age and go on Medicare. "Now I've got to figure out, well, how do I treat them?" he told me.



Long-term data on the older drugs themselves are, in fact, pretty sparse, despite the drugs having been available for years and years. Until Ozempic came along, obesity drugs were not a lucrative market, so companies weren't interested in funding the long and very expensive trials that follow patients for several years. "Studies like that cost a fortune," Louis Aronne, an obesity-medicine doctor at Weill Cornell Medicine, told me. Some of the longest-term follow-up data about these drugs come from patients at his practice in Manhattan--not a representative population, he admits--which he published in a five-year study funded by the National Institutes of Health. (Aronne has also received grants and consulting fees from the makers of obesity drugs.)



How patients do after switching from GLP-1 to older drugs is entirely anecdotal, but so far outcomes do seem to vary quite a bit. A small minority of patients who stop GLP-1 injections are actually able to maintain their weight on diet and exercise, without any additional medications. Others may find that the older pills are simply not effective for them. In Ro's experience, about 50 to 60 percent of her patients have so far successfully kept the weight off using one or more older drugs, on top of lifestyle changes such as cutting out fast food and sugary sodas.



The best drug to switch to may also depend on the patient. Each of the older medications works differently, hitting different biological pathways. The combination of naltrexone and bupropion, for example, makes food less pleasurable and seems to work especially well in people with a tendency toward emotional eating, Ard said. Topiramate, meanwhile, makes carbonated drinks unpleasant, which could help patients who drink a lot of soda. The older drugs also have different side effects. Aronne rattled off for me a list of health risks that might rule out a particular drug for a particular patient: seizures for bupropion, or glaucoma for topiramate. Finding the most effective and best-tolerated drug for a patient may take some trial and error.



Doctors are now discovering that some patients can maintain the weight they lost on lower or less frequent doses of GLP-1 drugs. "For the first time in my career, we're lowering the dose of medicines," Aronne said. Just reducing the dose doesn't save money, though, as lower-dose injection pens cost the same as those with higher doses. However, by instead extending the time between doses from the standard seven days to a longer 10-day interval, doctors told me, some patients have been able to stretch their supplies.



But tapering off obesity medications entirely, GLP-1 or otherwise, will probably not be possible for most patients. Weight loss tends to trigger a powerful set of compensatory mechanisms in the body, which evolved long ago to protect us from starvation. The more weight we lose, the more the body fights back. The fight never quite goes away, and most patients will likely require some kind of continued intervention just to stay at a lower weight. Long-term weight maintenance has always been the "holy grail" of obesity treatment, Susan Yanovski, a co-director of the   Office of Obesity Research at the National Institutes of Health told me. The best maintenance strategy--whether it involves GLP-1 drugs, and at what dose--may ultimately be pretty individual. What works best and for whom still needs to be studied. "These are really good research questions," Yanovski said. But they are not necessarily the questions that pharmaceutical companies focused on developing new meds are most keen to answer.



In time, the current crop of GLP-1 drugs will eventually become available as generics, too, and cost may no longer drive patients to seek out cheaper alternatives. But for now, it very much does.
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The Bird-Flu Host We Should Worry About

Pigs have a track record of hosting flu viruses that jump to us.

by Katherine J. Wu




Of all the creatures stricken with this new and terrible H5N1 flu--the foxes, the bears, the eagles, ducks, chickens, and many other birds--dairy cattle are some of the most intimate with us. In the United States, more than 9 million milk cows live on farms, where people muck their manure, help birth their calves, tend their sick, and milk them daily. That kind of proximity is exactly what gives a virus countless opportunities to encounter humans--and then evolve from an animals-only virus into one that troubles people too.



But as unnerving as H5N1's current spread in cows might be, "I would be a whole lot more concerned if this was an event in pigs," Richard Webby, the director of the World Health Organization Collaborating Centre for Studies on the Ecology of Influenza in Animals and Birds, told me. Like cows, pigs share plenty of spaces with us. They also have a nasty track record with flu: Swine airways are evolutionary playgrounds where bird-loving flu viruses can convert--and have converted--into ones that prefer to infect us. A flu virus that jumped from swine to humans, for instance, catalyzed the 2009 H1N1 pandemic. If there's a list of riskiest animals for an avian flu to infiltrate, "pigs are clearly at the top," Webby said.



To successfully spread in a new species, a flu virus must infiltrate that creature's cells, reproduce inside of them, and then make it to the next host. This H5N1 has managed that feat in several animals, but so far, "we're actually still dealing with a very avian virus," Michelle Wille, a virologist at the University of Melbourne, told me. For the virus to spread widely in humans, scientists think that it would need to pick up several new traits; so far, they've detected only one such modification, which has boosted the virus's ability to replicate inside mammalian cells.



In particular, the virus does not seem to have acquired what Webby considers the most crucial modification, one that would help it more efficiently enter human-airway cells in the first place. To do that, H5N1 would need to adjust its ability to latch on to particular sugars on cell surfaces, which effectively serve as locks to the cell's interior. For decades, though, the virus has preferred the version of those sugars that's most commonly found in the gastrointestinal tract of birds, and still seems to. Experts would really start to worry, Webby said, if it started glomming very tightly instead onto the ones most commonly found in human airways.



Read: Bird flu has never done this before



That said, the difference between those sugars is architecturally quite small. And although scientists might colloquially call some bird receptors and others human receptors, mammals can produce bird receptors, and vice versa. (Humans, for instance, have bird receptors in their eyes, which likely explains why the farm worker who appears to have caught H5N1 from a dairy cow developed only conjunctivitis.) The right animal host could encourage the virus to switch its preference from birds to humans--and pigs fit that bill. They just so happen to harbor both bird receptors and human receptors in their respiratory tract, giving the flu viruses that infect them plenty of opportunity to transform.



Just by hanging out in pigs for a while, H5N1 could enhance its ability to enter our cells. Or, perhaps even more concerning, it could encounter a flu that had already evolved to infect humans, and swaps bits of its genome with that virus. Pigs catch our viruses all the time. And should one of those pathogens hybridize with this H5N1, becoming human-adapted enough to spread among people but still avian-adapted enough to elude our immune system, a large-scale outbreak could begin. In the late 1970s, after an H1N1 avian-flu virus hopped from wild waterfowl into Europe's pig population, it took just a few years to start infecting people in Europe and Asia. Eventually, that same virus helped birth 2009's pandemic swine flu.



Right now flu surveillance among swine needs to be dialed up, experts told me; protections for farm workers who handle the animals should ramp up too. Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University, told me that she'd also like to see cow's milk on farms better contained and more quickly heat-treated, so that other animals in the vicinity won't be exposed to the liquid in its raw form. (Several farm cats, for instance, appear to have caught H5N1 by drinking raw milk on farms.)



At this point, any worry about the virus evolving dramatically in pigs is still theoretical. H5N1 hasn't yet been detected in farm pigs, and experimental infections have found that the virus, although capable of infecting and replicating in swine, doesn't seem to transmit easily among them. Even if that were to change, pigs may not end up being the ideal venue for the many other genetic gymnastics that would help this virus adapt to us.



That said, "we don't fully understand all of the mutations or genetic requirements" needed to convert an avian virus, Louise Moncla, a virologist at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. Viruses sometimes surprise us: 2009's H1N1 flu, for instance, caused a pandemic without making the genetic change that seems to have helped this new H5N1 along. Which means it's not a complete comfort that H5N1 isn't spreading in pigs yet--especially when so many cows are getting sick now.



Read: America's infectious-disease barometer is off



Scientists know relatively little about flu in cows. Although cattle have been known to catch certain kinds of flu before, the current outbreak is the first time a type-A influenza, the group that H5N1 belongs to, has been detected in their kind. Researchers are only now starting to understand the animals' susceptibility to these pathogens, and a recent preprint study, which Webby contributed to, revealed human-esque flu receptors in several parts of the cow body, some of which have bird receptors too--a finding that suggests that the risk posed by continued spread in cows is higher than once thought. Webby, for one, isn't panicking yet, and he told me that the results mainly help explain why cow udders, now confirmed to be full of bird receptors, have turned out to be such great homes for H5N1. And because cows are likely spreading the virus to one another via milking equipment--basically a free ride for the pathogen--there may be little pressure for the virus to change its MO.



The bigger risk is simpler. "The things that make me the most nervous are the species that we regularly interact with all the time," Moncla told me. The more cows catch the virus, the more exposure there will be for us, giving the virus more chances to explore and potentially adapt to our respiratory tract. Commercial milking is a messy affair: The processing machinery sprays and mists the liquid all about. Lakdawala imagines that milking an infected cow without protective equipment could be "like me squirting 10,000 or 100,000 viral particles into someone's nose." Just one of those particles needs to carry the right set of genetic changes for this flu to become a human one.
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Meerkats Keep Dropping Dead From Heart Failure

The genomes of meerkats could help researchers solve some puzzles in human heart disease.

by Katherine J. Wu




At the start of the spring of 2015, Jeffrey, a three-year-old meerkat, was happily eating, tussling with his brothers, and surveying zoo patrons from his usual perch, his forepaws gathered and his black-tipped snout aloft. But one day in April, his caretakers discovered him in his enclosure, so weak that he could barely lift his head. By the time he was brought to Eric Baitchman, the head vet at Massachusetts's Stone Zoo, Jeffrey was losing consciousness. Baitchman nudged a tube down his patient's straw-size throat to help him breathe; an ultrasound revealed a heart in failure.



Eight days later, despite a strict regimen of meds, Jeffrey was dead. And within the next three years, both of Jeffrey's brothers--two of the zoo's remaining three meerkats--would die in similar ways.



All three brothers were diagnosed with dilated cardiomyopathy, or DCM, a serious condition in which the muscles of the heart weaken and expand, compromising the organ's ability to pump blood. Before Jeffrey, Baitchman had never seen the disease in a meerkat, and he wondered if the family at Stone Zoo had simply been a fluke. If it wasn't, he thought, perhaps the disease had genetic roots. Finding them might be key to saving future generations of meerkats--or maybe even people with similarly faulty hearts.



Baitchman, who is on the leadership team of Zoo New England, reached out to other zoos with families of meerkats--and quickly began to hear a chorus of "Yes, us too." Michael Garner, a pathologist who examined Jeffrey's heart, confirmed the same pattern: For years, vets from around the country had been sending him misshapen meerkat hearts, normally the diameter of a walnut but many now ballooned out to the size of a large apricot. According to an analysis Garner did in 2017, about a quarter of meerkat deaths in an American-zoo pathology database were linked to some sort of cardiac disease, among which DCM looked to be an especially common cause.



Everything Baitchman has since learned about how this disease manifests in meerkats points to his original hunch: "It almost had to be hereditary," he told me. In partnership with a team of genomics experts, he has spent the past several years collecting dozens of tissue samples from zoo meerkats across the U.S. for genetic analysis. The team is still in the process of analyzing the 86 genomes they've amassed, and haven't yet pinpointed genes clearly linked to DCM. But one of Baitchman's collaborators, Alexander Bick, a geneticist at Vanderbilt, told me that he is hopeful that one will show up, because the condition is so easily passed on. If just one meerkat parent has it, about half of their kids seem to get it, too.



Read: Something mysterious is killing captive gorillas



Bick is interested in meerkat hearts in part because DCM is one of the most common cardiomyopathies in humans, too, and a leading reason for heart transplants. The condition can be managed with medications and implants, but eventually, many people's hearts still fail. And although genetics is thought to play a role in the majority of human DCM cases, only about a third of them have a mutation with a known connection to the disease, Bick told me. As families have shrunk in recent decades, common genetic mistakes have been harder to trace using the traditional method of mapping a disease's presence in sprawling family trees; certain populations of wild meerkats, inbred for generations, seem to have almost the opposite issue.  The meerkat population spread across American zoos also appears to be made up of all, roughly, half-cousins, based on scientists' best estimates--"essentially all part of one enormous family tree," Bick told me.



In recent years, plumbing the genomes of other animals has proved remarkably useful for human medicine. Dog genomes have helped researchers better understand human airway diseases, pain disorders, cancers, birth defects, and sleep disorders; studies in rhesus macaques yielded insights into the genes that influence alcohol consumption and endometriosis. The next big treatment for the lethal neurological disease Tay-Sachs could come from genetic research into cats.



There's no guarantee that meerkat genetics will reveal anything about ours. The genomes of certain breeds of dogs, which develop DCM as well, have been thoroughly scoured for clues about the disease. But the genes that underlie DCM in canines have shown almost no overlap with those in people, Katie Nadolny, a veterinary cardiologist who has been studying DCM in meerkats, told me.



And meerkats are much less well understood than dogs are. Researchers don't have a strong sense of what healthy meerkat hearts look like in the wild, Rachel Johnston, a genomics expert at the Broad Institute and Zoo New England, who has been collaborating with Baitchman, told me. They're also unsure how common DCM might be in nature, where many meerkats live in more diverse populations, eat more varied diets, and more often die from infectious disease, or predation, or simply because they're "famously homicidal," Jenny Tung, a researcher at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology who is studying the genetics of wild meerkats, told me. Asking how different a captive population might be is a natural next step. Those questions might not yield benefits for humans, or even meerkats outside of zoos. But whatever answers researchers find could save meerkats like Jeffrey, before their hearts quietly fail.
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The Sad Desk Salad Is Getting Sadder

There isn't always time for a lunch break. But there's always arugula.

by Yasmin Tayag




Every day, the blogger Alex Lyons orders the same salad from the same New York City bodega and eats it in the same place: her desk. She eats it while working so that she can publish a story before "prime time"--the midday lunch window when her audience of office workers scrolls mindlessly on their computers while gobbling down their own salad. Lyons is the protagonist of Sad Desk Salad, the 2012 novel by Jessica Grose that gave a name to not just a type of meal but a common experience: attempting to simultaneously maximize both health and productivity because--and this is the sad part--there's never enough time to devote to either.



The sad desk salad has become synonymous with people like Lyons: young, overworked white-collar professionals contemplating how salad can help them self-optimize. Chains such as Sweetgreen and Chopt have thrived in big coastal cities, slinging "guacamole greens" and "spicy Sonoma Caesars" in to-go bowls that can be picked up between meetings. The prices can creep toward $20, reinforcing their fancy reputation.



But fast salad has gone mainstream. Sweetgreen and similar salad chains have expanded out of city centers into the suburbs, where they are reaching a whole new population of hungry workers. Other salad joints are selling salad faster than ever--in some cases, at fast-food prices. Along the way, the sad desk salad has become even sadder.



Anything can make for a sad desk lunch, but there's something unique about salads. Don't get me wrong: They can be delicious. I have spent embarrassing amounts of money on sad desk salads, including one I picked at while writing this article. Yet unlike, say, a burrito or sushi, which at least feel like little indulgences, the main reason to eat a salad is because it's nutritious. It's fuel--not fun. Even when there isn't time for a lunch break, there is always time for arugula.

Read: Don't believe the salad millionaire

During the early pandemic, the sad desk salad seemed doomed. Workers sitting at a desk at home rather than in the office could fish out greens from the refrigerator crisper drawer instead of paying $16. Even if they wanted to, most of the locations were in downtown cores, not residential neighborhoods.



But the sad desk salad has not just returned--it's thriving. Take Sweetgreen, maybe the most well-known purveyor. It bet that Americans would still want its salads no matter where they are working, and so far, that has paid off. The company has been expanding to the suburbs since at least 2020 and has been spreading ever since. In 2023, it opened stores in Milwaukee, Tampa, and Rhode Island; last week, when Sweetgreen reported that its revenue jumped 26 percent over the previous year, executives attributed that growth to expansion into smaller cities. Most of its locations are in the suburbs, and most of its future stores would be too.

Sweetgreen is not the only company to have made that gamble. Chopt previously announced that it would open 80 percent of its new stores in the suburbs; the Minnesota-based brand Crisp & Green is eyeing the fringes of midwestern cities. Salad has become so entrenched as a lunch option that even traditional fast-food giants such as Wendy's and Dairy Queen have introduced salad bowls in recent years. Maybe the most novel of all is Salad and Go, an entirely drive-through chain that sells salads for less than $7. It opened a new store roughly every week last year, and now has more than 100 locations across Arizona, Nevada, Oklahoma, and Texas, with plans to expand to Southern California and the Southeast. Its CEO, Charlie Morrison, has positioned it as a cheap and convenient alternative to unhealthy options: a rival not to Sweetgreen, but to McDonald's.



Indeed, sad desk salads can be made with shocking speed. According to Morrison, you can drive off with your salad in less than four minutes. Other chains including Just Salad and Chopt are opening up drive-through lanes to boost convenience. Sweetgreen, which has also dabbled with the drive-through, has installed salad-assembling robots in several locations, which can reportedly make 500 salads an hour.

Read: Your fast food is already automated

Greater accessibility to salad, in general, is a good thing. America could stand to eat a lot more of it. No doubt some salads will be consumed outside of work: on a park bench with friends, perhaps, or on a blanket at the beach--a girl can dream! But surely many of them will be packed, ordered, and picked up with frightening speed, only to maximize the time spent working in the glow of a computer screen, the crunching of lettuce punctuated by the chirping of notifications.



As I lunched on kale and brussels sprouts while writing this story, my silent hope was that they might offset all the bad that I was doing to my body by sitting at my desk for almost eight hours straight. Dining while distracted makes overeating more likely; sitting for long stretches raises the risk of diabetes and heart disease. People who take proper lunch breaks, in contrast, have improved mental health, less burnout, and more energy. No kind of cheap, fast salad can make up for working so fervidly that taking a few minutes off to enjoy a salad is not possible or even desirable.



Earlier this month, Sweetgreen introduced a new menu item you can add to its bowls: steak. The company's CEO said that, during testing, it was a "dinnertime favorite." That the sad desk salad could soon creep into other mealtimes may be the saddest thing yet.
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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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        Cows Have Almost Certainly Infected More Than Two People With Bird Flu
        Katherine J. Wu

        It was bound to happen again. For the second time in two months, the United States has confirmed a case of bird flu in a dairy worker employed by a farm with H5N1-infected cows. "The only thing I'm surprised about is that it's taken this long to get another confirmed case," Steve Valeika, a veterinarian and an epidemiologist based in North Carolina, told me.The true case count is almost certainly higher. For weeks, anecdotal reports of sick farmworkers have been trickling in from around the natio...

      

      
        Scientists Are Very Worried About NASA's Mars Plan
        Marina Koren

        Updated at 10:40 a.m. ET on May 22, 2024In the Martian lowlands, one rocky crater is dotted with small holes, winding from the floor to the rim like breadcrumbs. Their clean and cylindrical appearance is distinctly unnatural, suggesting the work of aliens--which it is. For three years, a robot from Earth has been collecting samples of rock and soil into six-inch-long tubes, whirring and crackling on the otherwise quiet planet. The robot, a rover named Perseverance, has deposited some of the sample...

      

      
        The Bird-Flu Host We Should Worry About
        Katherine J. Wu

        Of all the creatures stricken with this new and terrible H5N1 flu--the foxes, the bears, the eagles, ducks, chickens, and many other birds--dairy cattle are some of the most intimate with us. In the United States, more than 9 million milk cows live on farms, where people muck their manure, help birth their calves, tend their sick, and milk them daily. That kind of proximity is exactly what gives a virus countless opportunities to encounter humans--and then evolve from an animals-only virus into one ...

      

      
        Meerkats Keep Dropping Dead From Heart Failure
        Katherine J. Wu

        At the start of the spring of 2015, Jeffrey, a three-year-old meerkat, was happily eating, tussling with his brothers, and surveying zoo patrons from his usual perch, his forepaws gathered and his black-tipped snout aloft. But one day in April, his caretakers discovered him in his enclosure, so weak that he could barely lift his head. By the time he was brought to Eric Baitchman, the head vet at Massachusetts's Stone Zoo, Jeffrey was losing consciousness. Baitchman nudged a tube down his patient's straw-size throat to help him breathe;...

      

      
        A Rat Purge Saved This Island
        Ethan Freedman

        This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.The last rat on Tromelin Island--a small teardrop of scrubby sand in the western Indian Ocean near Madagascar--was killed in 2005.Rats had lived on the island for hundreds of rat generations. The rodents likely arrived in the late 1700s, when a French ship--carrying Malagasy people kidnapped for the slave trade--wrecked there, says Matthieu Le Corre, an ecologist at the University of Reunion Island, a French overseas region off the coast of Mada...

      

      
        Giant Heaps of Plastic Are Helping Vegetables Grow
        John Gove

        Each year, on our fruit-and-vegetable farm in New England, my family covers about a quarter of our 50 acres with plastic mulch. Rolls of it, five feet wide and 4,000 feet long, sit on a machine that my father and I cordially call the plastic layer. From the back of a tractor, it feeds out the mulch over a perfectly raised bed, before turning soil onto the plastic's edges to hold it tightly for the growing season. At the end of each row, the machine stops and raises up. I walk over, throw my leg a...

      

      
        The Study-Abroad Accent Might Be the Real Deal
        Katherine J. Wu

        Shortly before I started college, I finally wised up to the fact that fluency in my parents' native language of Mandarin Chinese might be an asset. But after nearly two decades of revolting against my parents' desperate attempts to keep me in Chinese school, I figured I was toast. Surely, by then, my brain and vocal tract had aged out of the window in which they could easily learn to discern and produce tones. And whatever new vocabulary I tried to pick up would, I figured, be forever tainted wit...
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Cows Have Almost Certainly Infected More Than Two People With Bird Flu

Protecting dairy workers from further spread will be crucial to containing the outbreak.

by Katherine J. Wu




It was bound to happen again. For the second time in two months, the United States has confirmed a case of bird flu in a dairy worker employed by a farm with H5N1-infected cows. "The only thing I'm surprised about is that it's taken this long to get another confirmed case," Steve Valeika, a veterinarian and an epidemiologist based in North Carolina, told me.



The true case count is almost certainly higher. For weeks, anecdotal reports of sick farmworkers have been trickling in from around the nation, where H5N1 has been detected in dozens of herds in nine states, according to federal counts. Testing among humans and animals remains limited, and buy-in from farms is still spotty. The gap between reality and what the government can measure is hindering the world from realizing the full scope of the outbreak. And it may hamper experts' ability to detect human-to-human spread, should that someday occur. "I wouldn't be surprised if there have been dozens of cases at this point," Valeika said.



The risk to most of the public is still low, as federal guidelines continue to emphasize. But that assurance feels tenuous when "the threat to farmworkers remains high," Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the pandemic center at the Brown University School of Public Health, told me. Too often, infectious disease most affects a society's most vulnerable people; now the future of this virus depends on America's ability to protect a community whose health and safety are routinely discounted.



Read: America's infectious-disease barometer is off



Like the first case of a dairy worker contracting avian flu, this second one has at least one   reassuring element: Exposure in both cases seems to have involved heavy, repeated contact with infected, lactating animals and resulted in a mild illness that involved only eye symptoms. (In another U.S. case, from 2022, in which a man contracted the virus from poultry, fatigue was the only reported symptom.) Cow udders and human eyes both contain receptors for H5N1 that resemble the ones primarily found in birds, and experts suspect that those receptors are an easy entry point for the virus, which still seems to be very much an avian pathogen. To spread in earnest among people, the virus would still probably need to make a few more evolutionary leaps. For most of the public, "I'm not worried about H5 right now," Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University, told me.



People who work on dairy farms, though, have reason to worry, Lakdawala added. In the so-called parlors where dairy cows are milked, animals are strapped into machines that latch on to their udders, pump until the rate of flow slows, then release, swinging "off the animal at eye height," Lakdawala told me, and blasting bystanders with frothy liquid. The machines aren't necessarily sanitized between each animal--and what cleaning does occur often involves a high-pressure hose-down that also mists up milk. The entire process involves a lot of direct maneuvering of udders, as workers load machinery onto each cow and prime their initial milk flow manually. If workers aren't directly getting milk on their hands--which will, at some point, touch their face--they're "constantly being bombarded with aerosols, droplets, and spray," Lakdawala said.



When infected cows are present, that can mean a lot of virus exposure. Lakdawala's lab has been studying how long H5N1 can persist on milky surfaces, and the initial results, not yet published in a scientific journal, suggest that the virus may linger for at least one to three hours on the same sorts of plastic and metal commonly used in milking equipment. That creates a clear conduit for the virus to move among animals, Lakdawala said--and a very easy path for a human to pick it up, too. Improper disposal of milk could also pose some transmission risk, especially milk from infected farm cows, which still have to be milked if they're lactating. (Several farm cats appear to have caught the virus from drinking raw milk.) The USDA recommends heat-treating all milk before it's discarded, but some farms, especially smaller ones, may not have consistent access to the necessary equipment or human power, Lakdawala told me.



The CDC has urged farmworkers to don goggles, gloves, high-quality respirators, and other protective equipment in these environments. But those recommendations can't really be enforced, and it's unclear how many farms have been following them, or how many workers on those farms are complying. In the rising spring and summer heat, wearing that gear may get even less palatable, Lakdawala pointed out, especially in the steamy, cramped environments in which the people with the most exposure do the brunt of their work. Goggles and other tight-fitting eye protection, in particular, are tricky: "They get dirty very quickly," Lakdawala said. Workers can't see what they're doing through milk-spattered lenses.



Enthusiasm for testing cows and people has also been low on farms, as business owners and employees alike weigh the economic and personal risks they face if one of their herd is reported as sick. And although asymptomatic cows are likely responsible for a good degree of spread, the USDA requires testing of only a subset of the cows being moved between states. That basically ensures that "we won't find a virus before a farmworker is exposed," Nuzzo told me. Similarly, the CDC maintains that "testing of asymptomatic persons" for H5N1 "is not routinely recommended," and close contacts of infected people aren't guaranteed a screen for the virus. Those sorts of delays could allow infections to simmer--potentially past the window in which intervention with treatments such as Tamiflu or forestalling transmission to close contacts is possible. The fact that this second case was caught doesn't mean that testing is anywhere near sufficient: The diagnosis was made for a farmworker in Michigan, which has more aggressively tested its dairy herds, Nuzzo said. Nuzzo and Lakdawala both argue that stockpiled vaccines should be offered en masse to farmworkers while their risk remains so high--but federal officials haven't yet made the injections available. (The USDA and the CDC did not respond to requests for comment.)



Read: The bird-flu host we should worry about



These shortfalls would be concerning for any population contending with under-the-radar infections. But among farmworkers especially--a group that includes many migrants and uninsured individuals living in rural regions--H5N1 could play on existing health disparities, Anne Sosin, a public-health researcher at Dartmouth, told me. If protecting farmworkers is a priority, Valeika said, "I think we're kind of failing."



Researchers are also unsure just how much risk infected farmworkers may pose to their close contacts. Other forms of pink eye are pretty transmissible--and someone who has recently rubbed their eye, Lakdawala said, could presumably pass H5N1 by touching someone else's hand, which could then touch their face. Experts also remain worried that an infection in the eye might find a way to travel to other parts of the body, including the respiratory tract, especially if the virus were to pick up the sorts of mutations that could adapt it to the receptors in our lungs. (The Michigan dairy worker's nose swab, thankfully, turned up negative for an H5 virus.)



The virus doesn't yet seem poised for such a jump. But these flu infections are still a problem for everyone. "If we fail to stop it in the highest-risk groups," Sosin told me, the threat to the rest of the public will only grow. H5N1 may never spread human-to-human. If it does, though, it will almost certainly have been helped along by transmission in a community of people that American society has failed to properly protect.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/05/bird-flu-infections-cows-farmworkers/678463/?utm_source=feed
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Scientists Are Very Worried About NASA's Mars Plan

We could find hints of ancient life in Martian rocks--if we can ever bring them back to Earth.

by Marina Koren




Updated at 10:40 a.m. ET on May 22, 2024

In the Martian lowlands, one rocky crater is dotted with small holes, winding from the floor to the rim like breadcrumbs. Their clean and cylindrical appearance is distinctly unnatural, suggesting the work of aliens--which it is. For three years, a robot from Earth has been collecting samples of rock and soil into six-inch-long tubes, whirring and crackling on the otherwise quiet planet. The robot, a rover named Perseverance, has deposited some of the samples on the Martian surface in sealed tubes. The others, about two dozen so far, remain stored inside the rover's belly.

Perseverance will stay on Mars forever, but the majority of its carefully packaged samples are meant to return to Earth. The Mars Sample Return mission, known as MSR for short, is one of the boldest undertakings in NASA history, as consequential as it is complicated. The endeavor, which involves sending an extra spacecraft to the red planet to retrieve the samples, serves as a precursor to getting future astronauts home from Mars. It's a test of whether the United States can keep up with China's space program, which is scheduled to return its own Mars samples in the 2030s. It could uncover new information about our planetary neighbor's history, and reveal a picture of the cosmic wilderness that was the early solar system. Some scientists hope the dusty fragments will contain tiny fossilized microbes that would prove life once existed on Mars. Those tiny life forms will have been dead for who knows how long--but still would be evidence of a second genesis in our own backyard.

If, that is, the samples ever make it back to Earth. NASA officials recently announced that the sample-return effort has become too expensive and fallen worryingly behind schedule. The latest estimated cost of as much as $11 billion is nearly double what experts initially predicted, and the way things are going, the samples won't arrive home until 2040, seven years later than expected. At a press conference last month, NASA chief Bill Nelson repeatedly called the state of the Mars Sample Return mission "unacceptable," a striking chastisement of his own agency, considering that MSR is an in-house effort. Officials have put out a call--to NASA's own ranks and to private space companies--for "quicker and cheaper" plans that don't require "huge technological leaps" to bring the samples home.

Read: Scientists really, really want a piece of Mars

NASA officials say that they remain committed to the return effort, but researchers--including the agency's collaborators who work on the project--are concerned. "The path forward is not clear," Aileen Yingst, a geologist at the Planetary Science Institute who works on the Perseverance mission, told me. Scientists who study Mars are worried that the mission will be downsized. Scientists who don't study Mars--and a few who do--are frustrated, because MSR consumes so much of NASA's budget. Scientists can't imagine NASA giving up on the mission entirely, but the debacle has even prompted some whispered jokes about China coming along and claiming the tubes on the surface before NASA can fly them home. Last year, an independent review ordered by NASA ominously warned that "by abandoning return of Mars samples to other nations, the U.S. abandons the preeminent role that [President John F. Kennedy] ascribed to the scientific exploration of space."

If and when the MSR tubes come home, their contents could dramatically shift our understanding of Mars. The first NASA spacecraft to land on Mars, in 1976, carried instruments designed to examine Martian soil for evidence of tiny, metabolizing life forms but didn't find anything conclusive. Some bits of Martian rock, ejected by colliding asteroids, have made it to Earth as meteorites. (And scientists have tried to find proof of life in these, too). But such fragments arrive scorched by atmospheric reentry, their composition altered and contaminated from the journey. Pristine samples are far more tantalizing.

MSR would deliver Martian dirt straight from an area that scientists believe holds a promising chance at containing signs of life from 3.5 billion years ago. The Perseverance rover is exploring the shores of what scientists believe was once a lake, at a crater called Jezero, where the sedimentary rock may bear signs of a once-habitable world, or preserved life itself. The samples might also offer hints about Earth's origin story. The rocks that existed here 4 billion years ago, when the solar system was just getting started, have since been crushed, melted, and eroded away. But Mars, a world lacking plate tectonics and serious weather, still bears rocks from the time of its very formation.

Read: The most overhyped planet in the galaxy

The promise of such samples has been a top research priority for planetary scientists for over a decade. The original plan to do so, devised by NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL), is accordingly ambitious, involving several different spacecraft to retrieve the capsules, launch them into Martian orbit, and fly them back to Earth. No astronauts are involved, but Mars scientists have likened the mission choreography to the Apollo program in terms of complexity.

That plan was apparently destined to unravel from the start. NASA's independent review found that MSR had "unrealistic budget and schedule expectations from the beginning" and was "organized under an unwieldy structure," with "unclear roles, accountability, and authority." Technically ambitious missions always cost more, and MSR is arguably one of the most complicated that NASA has ever undertaken. But the scientists who help NASA set exploration priorities have no control over the budgets of the resulting programs--Congress does.

Last summer, some congressional appropriators briefly threatened the entire MSR effort with cancellation. This February, facing uncertainty over the money that Congress would allocate for MSR in the next fiscal year, the JPL laid off more than 500 employees. (Congress has since allocated a fraction of what NASA spent on the mission last year.) Thanks to budget concerns, NASA has delayed the launch of a telescope that would monitor potentially hazardous asteroids near Earth, and put on hold a proposed mission to study Earth's atmosphere and magnetic field.

Some scientists fear that MSR will draw resources away from other potential projects to search for life in places that they now believe to be far more promising than Mars. The search for alien life in the solar system has long been guided by water, and in the 1990s, when NASA kicked off a golden age of Mars missions, the red planet's ice regions seemed appealing. But in the years since, other celestial bodies have become more compelling. A moon of Saturn, Titan, is the only body in the solar system besides Earth that has bodies of liquid on its surface, even if that liquid is methane. Europa, a moon of Jupiter, and Enceladus, a moon of Saturn, are both likely icy worlds with subsurface oceans; on the latter, cracks in the ice release plumes of salty water, hinting at something like deep-sea hydrothermal activity on Earth. NASA is launching an orbiting mission to Europa later this year, and the latest survey of planetary scientists advised NASA to start working on another to Enceladus. "If I could go anywhere, I would go to Enceladus," Brook Nunn, an astrobiologist at the University of Washington, told me.

Read: Mars's soundscape is strangely beautiful

Even some Mars scientists believe that Mars is no longer the top candidate. Darby Dyar, a planetary geologist at Mount Holyoke College, has spent decades studying Mars. "If anybody should be enthusiastic about the returned samples, it's me, and I am," she told me. But now she works on a NASA mission to Venus, a planet that might rival Mars as a candidate for extraterrestrial life, and she says she wouldn't prioritize MSR over her current research.

For scientists who support Mars exploration, MSR is a problem, siphoning funds away from other efforts to study it. "There's so many aspects to studying a planet that do not involve analyzing small amounts of rocks in the lab," says Catherine Neish, a planetary scientist at Western University, in Canada, who's working on an international mission to map the ice deposits in Mars's mid-latitude regions. NASA pulled its financial support from that project in 2022, citing MSR's cost as part of its motivation. And planetary scientists have recommended prioritizing a mission to drill deep into the ice at the Martian poles, far from Perseverance's domain, where conditions could be just comfortable enough to support small life forms now.

NASA is well aware of the all-consuming nature of MSR. As the mission is redrawn, officials have said they are even willing to consider proposals that would bring home just 10 sample tubes, one-third of the amount initially planned. Lindsay Hays, a program scientist at NASA's planetary-science division, told me that NASA will seek input from the science community about which sample tubes to return. "NASA has a responsibility to use taxpayer funds in the most effective and efficient way possible," she said. "But it's also part of our mandate to the nation to do things that have never been done before."

Read: Too much of a good thing at NASA

Most planetary scientists aren't happy with a potentially scaled-back approach either. "You've decimated the science, because now you're not going to get the diversity that you could have if we brought back the full suite of samples," Phil Christensen, a geologist at Arizona State University who co-chaired the community's latest decadal survey, told me.

A badly delayed sample-return mission would fracture NASA's grand vision for its Martian future. By the 2040s, NASA intends to be focused not on the red planet's soil, but on sending astronauts there and, crucially, bringing them back. That operation relies on having successfully practiced launching off from Mars, which NASA hasn't yet managed with MSR. Instead, the agency is back at the drawing board, hoping to find a way out of an $11 billion pit. Officials expect to finish reviewing new proposals and come to a decision on the mission's future in the fall. Meanwhile, Perseverance chugs along, excavating the mythical oasis of Jezero Crater with each curated tube.



This article originally misstated which planet Enceladus orbits. It also misstated the target region of a Mars ice-mapping region.
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The Bird-Flu Host We Should Worry About

Pigs have a track record of hosting flu viruses that jump to us.

by Katherine J. Wu




Of all the creatures stricken with this new and terrible H5N1 flu--the foxes, the bears, the eagles, ducks, chickens, and many other birds--dairy cattle are some of the most intimate with us. In the United States, more than 9 million milk cows live on farms, where people muck their manure, help birth their calves, tend their sick, and milk them daily. That kind of proximity is exactly what gives a virus countless opportunities to encounter humans--and then evolve from an animals-only virus into one that troubles people too.



But as unnerving as H5N1's current spread in cows might be, "I would be a whole lot more concerned if this was an event in pigs," Richard Webby, the director of the World Health Organization Collaborating Centre for Studies on the Ecology of Influenza in Animals and Birds, told me. Like cows, pigs share plenty of spaces with us. They also have a nasty track record with flu: Swine airways are evolutionary playgrounds where bird-loving flu viruses can convert--and have converted--into ones that prefer to infect us. A flu virus that jumped from swine to humans, for instance, catalyzed the 2009 H1N1 pandemic. If there's a list of riskiest animals for an avian flu to infiltrate, "pigs are clearly at the top," Webby said.



To successfully spread in a new species, a flu virus must infiltrate that creature's cells, reproduce inside of them, and then make it to the next host. This H5N1 has managed that feat in several animals, but so far, "we're actually still dealing with a very avian virus," Michelle Wille, a virologist at the University of Melbourne, told me. For the virus to spread widely in humans, scientists think that it would need to pick up several new traits; so far, they've detected only one such modification, which has boosted the virus's ability to replicate inside mammalian cells.



In particular, the virus does not seem to have acquired what Webby considers the most crucial modification, one that would help it more efficiently enter human-airway cells in the first place. To do that, H5N1 would need to adjust its ability to latch on to particular sugars on cell surfaces, which effectively serve as locks to the cell's interior. For decades, though, the virus has preferred the version of those sugars that's most commonly found in the gastrointestinal tract of birds, and still seems to. Experts would really start to worry, Webby said, if it started glomming very tightly instead onto the ones most commonly found in human airways.



Read: Bird flu has never done this before



That said, the difference between those sugars is architecturally quite small. And although scientists might colloquially call some bird receptors and others human receptors, mammals can produce bird receptors, and vice versa. (Humans, for instance, have bird receptors in their eyes, which likely explains why the farm worker who appears to have caught H5N1 from a dairy cow developed only conjunctivitis.) The right animal host could encourage the virus to switch its preference from birds to humans--and pigs fit that bill. They just so happen to harbor both bird receptors and human receptors in their respiratory tract, giving the flu viruses that infect them plenty of opportunity to transform.



Just by hanging out in pigs for a while, H5N1 could enhance its ability to enter our cells. Or, perhaps even more concerning, it could encounter a flu that had already evolved to infect humans, and swaps bits of its genome with that virus. Pigs catch our viruses all the time. And should one of those pathogens hybridize with this H5N1, becoming human-adapted enough to spread among people but still avian-adapted enough to elude our immune system, a large-scale outbreak could begin. In the late 1970s, after an H1N1 avian-flu virus hopped from wild waterfowl into Europe's pig population, it took just a few years to start infecting people in Europe and Asia. Eventually, that same virus helped birth 2009's pandemic swine flu.



Right now flu surveillance among swine needs to be dialed up, experts told me; protections for farm workers who handle the animals should ramp up too. Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University, told me that she'd also like to see cow's milk on farms better contained and more quickly heat-treated, so that other animals in the vicinity won't be exposed to the liquid in its raw form. (Several farm cats, for instance, appear to have caught H5N1 by drinking raw milk on farms.)



At this point, any worry about the virus evolving dramatically in pigs is still theoretical. H5N1 hasn't yet been detected in farm pigs, and experimental infections have found that the virus, although capable of infecting and replicating in swine, doesn't seem to transmit easily among them. Even if that were to change, pigs may not end up being the ideal venue for the many other genetic gymnastics that would help this virus adapt to us.



That said, "we don't fully understand all of the mutations or genetic requirements" needed to convert an avian virus, Louise Moncla, a virologist at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. Viruses sometimes surprise us: 2009's H1N1 flu, for instance, caused a pandemic without making the genetic change that seems to have helped this new H5N1 along. Which means it's not a complete comfort that H5N1 isn't spreading in pigs yet--especially when so many cows are getting sick now.



Read: America's infectious-disease barometer is off



Scientists know relatively little about flu in cows. Although cattle have been known to catch certain kinds of flu before, the current outbreak is the first time a type-A influenza, the group that H5N1 belongs to, has been detected in their kind. Researchers are only now starting to understand the animals' susceptibility to these pathogens, and a recent preprint study, which Webby contributed to, revealed human-esque flu receptors in several parts of the cow body, some of which have bird receptors too--a finding that suggests that the risk posed by continued spread in cows is higher than once thought. Webby, for one, isn't panicking yet, and he told me that the results mainly help explain why cow udders, now confirmed to be full of bird receptors, have turned out to be such great homes for H5N1. And because cows are likely spreading the virus to one another via milking equipment--basically a free ride for the pathogen--there may be little pressure for the virus to change its MO.



The bigger risk is simpler. "The things that make me the most nervous are the species that we regularly interact with all the time," Moncla told me. The more cows catch the virus, the more exposure there will be for us, giving the virus more chances to explore and potentially adapt to our respiratory tract. Commercial milking is a messy affair: The processing machinery sprays and mists the liquid all about. Lakdawala imagines that milking an infected cow without protective equipment could be "like me squirting 10,000 or 100,000 viral particles into someone's nose." Just one of those particles needs to carry the right set of genetic changes for this flu to become a human one.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/05/bird-flu-h5n1-cows-pigs/678407/?utm_source=feed
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Meerkats Keep Dropping Dead From Heart Failure

The genomes of meerkats could help researchers solve some puzzles in human heart disease.

by Katherine J. Wu




At the start of the spring of 2015, Jeffrey, a three-year-old meerkat, was happily eating, tussling with his brothers, and surveying zoo patrons from his usual perch, his forepaws gathered and his black-tipped snout aloft. But one day in April, his caretakers discovered him in his enclosure, so weak that he could barely lift his head. By the time he was brought to Eric Baitchman, the head vet at Massachusetts's Stone Zoo, Jeffrey was losing consciousness. Baitchman nudged a tube down his patient's straw-size throat to help him breathe; an ultrasound revealed a heart in failure.



Eight days later, despite a strict regimen of meds, Jeffrey was dead. And within the next three years, both of Jeffrey's brothers--two of the zoo's remaining three meerkats--would die in similar ways.



All three brothers were diagnosed with dilated cardiomyopathy, or DCM, a serious condition in which the muscles of the heart weaken and expand, compromising the organ's ability to pump blood. Before Jeffrey, Baitchman had never seen the disease in a meerkat, and he wondered if the family at Stone Zoo had simply been a fluke. If it wasn't, he thought, perhaps the disease had genetic roots. Finding them might be key to saving future generations of meerkats--or maybe even people with similarly faulty hearts.



Baitchman, who is on the leadership team of Zoo New England, reached out to other zoos with families of meerkats--and quickly began to hear a chorus of "Yes, us too." Michael Garner, a pathologist who examined Jeffrey's heart, confirmed the same pattern: For years, vets from around the country had been sending him misshapen meerkat hearts, normally the diameter of a walnut but many now ballooned out to the size of a large apricot. According to an analysis Garner did in 2017, about a quarter of meerkat deaths in an American-zoo pathology database were linked to some sort of cardiac disease, among which DCM looked to be an especially common cause.



Everything Baitchman has since learned about how this disease manifests in meerkats points to his original hunch: "It almost had to be hereditary," he told me. In partnership with a team of genomics experts, he has spent the past several years collecting dozens of tissue samples from zoo meerkats across the U.S. for genetic analysis. The team is still in the process of analyzing the 86 genomes they've amassed, and haven't yet pinpointed genes clearly linked to DCM. But one of Baitchman's collaborators, Alexander Bick, a geneticist at Vanderbilt, told me that he is hopeful that one will show up, because the condition is so easily passed on. If just one meerkat parent has it, about half of their kids seem to get it, too.



Read: Something mysterious is killing captive gorillas



Bick is interested in meerkat hearts in part because DCM is one of the most common cardiomyopathies in humans, too, and a leading reason for heart transplants. The condition can be managed with medications and implants, but eventually, many people's hearts still fail. And although genetics is thought to play a role in the majority of human DCM cases, only about a third of them have a mutation with a known connection to the disease, Bick told me. As families have shrunk in recent decades, common genetic mistakes have been harder to trace using the traditional method of mapping a disease's presence in sprawling family trees; certain populations of wild meerkats, inbred for generations, seem to have almost the opposite issue.  The meerkat population spread across American zoos also appears to be made up of all, roughly, half-cousins, based on scientists' best estimates--"essentially all part of one enormous family tree," Bick told me.



In recent years, plumbing the genomes of other animals has proved remarkably useful for human medicine. Dog genomes have helped researchers better understand human airway diseases, pain disorders, cancers, birth defects, and sleep disorders; studies in rhesus macaques yielded insights into the genes that influence alcohol consumption and endometriosis. The next big treatment for the lethal neurological disease Tay-Sachs could come from genetic research into cats.



There's no guarantee that meerkat genetics will reveal anything about ours. The genomes of certain breeds of dogs, which develop DCM as well, have been thoroughly scoured for clues about the disease. But the genes that underlie DCM in canines have shown almost no overlap with those in people, Katie Nadolny, a veterinary cardiologist who has been studying DCM in meerkats, told me.



And meerkats are much less well understood than dogs are. Researchers don't have a strong sense of what healthy meerkat hearts look like in the wild, Rachel Johnston, a genomics expert at the Broad Institute and Zoo New England, who has been collaborating with Baitchman, told me. They're also unsure how common DCM might be in nature, where many meerkats live in more diverse populations, eat more varied diets, and more often die from infectious disease, or predation, or simply because they're "famously homicidal," Jenny Tung, a researcher at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology who is studying the genetics of wild meerkats, told me. Asking how different a captive population might be is a natural next step. Those questions might not yield benefits for humans, or even meerkats outside of zoos. But whatever answers researchers find could save meerkats like Jeffrey, before their hearts quietly fail.
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A Rat Purge Saved This Island

Eliminating the rodents was all it took to revive a seabird paradise.

by Ethan Freedman




This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.

The last rat on Tromelin Island--a small teardrop of scrubby sand in the western Indian Ocean near Madagascar--was killed in 2005.

Rats had lived on the island for hundreds of rat generations. The rodents likely arrived in the late 1700s, when a French ship--carrying Malagasy people kidnapped for the slave trade--wrecked there, says Matthieu Le Corre, an ecologist at the University of Reunion Island, a French overseas region off the coast of Madagascar. Tromelin Island was probably home to at least eight different seabird species, including hundreds of thousands of frigate birds, terns, and boobies, before the rodents arrived. But, like on countless other islands around the world, the rats ate their way through those birds' eggs, eventually decimating the populations. By 2005, when researchers and French authorities finally began eradicating the rodents, only two bird species were left: a few hundred pairs of masked and red-footed boobies.

Today, nearly two decades after authorities banished the rats, Tromelin Island is once again a thriving seabird paradise, home to thousands of breeding pairs belonging to seven different species. Even more encouraging, the island is one of a growing number of cases where seabirds have returned on their own once invasive predators were successfully eliminated.

Read: The mystery of the disappearing seabird

"In terms of conservation, it's a wonderful success," says Le Corre, one of the authors of a recent study documenting the recovery.

Ridding a landscape of invaders is one of the main challenges to reestablishing seabird colonies worldwide. On big islands with complex terrain--or even those with numerous buildings and abundant food, like New York's Manhattan island--it can be virtually impossible. Some rat-removal campaigns have involved spending many years and millions of dollars to eliminate every last rodent. But as a whole, exterminators have gotten pretty efficient. "We have the technology, and we've been doing this since 1950," says Holly Jones, an ecologist at Northern Illinois University who was not involved with the new paper. According to a 2022 review, 88 percent of efforts to eliminate invasive vertebrates from islands succeeded from 1900 to 2020.

On Tromelin Island, which is just one square kilometer and uninhabited save for a small scientific-research station, French authorities eradicated Norway rats in a month using poisoned bait.

After the predators are gone, researchers may need to help seabird communities on some islands recover, including by restoring vegetation, placing life-size models of birds on the island, or playing recorded calls to lure birds in. But Le Corre says no such efforts have been made on Tromelin Island.

As it turns out, the seabirds there didn't need the help. By 2013, populations of both red-footed and masked boobies had more than doubled. Soon after, white terns, brown noddies, sooty terns, wedge-tailed shearwaters, and lesser noddies showed up in rapid succession. The terns and noddies hadn't been documented breeding on Tromelin Island since 1856, and there were no records of wedge-tailed shearwaters reproducing there.

Impressive as it was, the recovery didn't surprise Jones. "We know that seabirds, in general, are going to do better once invasive mammals aren't around," she says.

Read: Give invasive species a job

Seabirds in other locations have bounced back independently in similar ways. On Burgess Island, New Zealand, for example, common diving petrels and little shearwaters returned within two decades after rats were removed.

But not all colonies will recover in 20 or even 30 years, Jones notes. On remote islands, far from other thriving seabird populations, recovery can take much longer, because few birds are likely to fly past and decide to stay. Seabirds tend to return faster to islands close to existing colonies, yet even in the case of remote Tromelin Island, birds can eventually find their way back.

Tromelin Island's recovery was relatively quick, in part because the seabird community is mostly dominated by species, such as terns, that regularly disperse to new homes. But some species are particularly slow to bounce back. Albatrosses, petrels, and other seabirds that remain loyal to one breeding spot rarely try new locations, even if birds from the same species have lived there before. Communities of those seabirds might need coaxing to return.

Despite the promising start, Tromelin Island's seabirds still face the same threats that imperil seabirds worldwide: They can be caught accidentally in commercial fisheries, and overfishing and changing ocean conditions rob them of food. But small as it is, Tromelin Island shows that seabirds are resilient. If people can get rid of invasive predators, island restoration can work--sometimes stunningly.
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Giant Heaps of Plastic Are Helping Vegetables Grow

Plastic allows farmers to use less water and fertilizer. But at the end of each season, they're left with a pile of waste.

by John Gove




Each year, on our fruit-and-vegetable farm in New England, my family covers about a quarter of our 50 acres with plastic mulch. Rolls of it, five feet wide and 4,000 feet long, sit on a machine that my father and I cordially call the plastic layer. From the back of a tractor, it feeds out the mulch over a perfectly raised bed, before turning soil onto the plastic's edges to hold it tightly for the growing season. At the end of each row, the machine stops and raises up. I walk over, throw my leg across a three-foot-wide mound, and plunge my shovel through the thin layer of plastic until it's free from the tractor. Over the next few months, tomatoes, squashes, and melons will grow in these beds much more efficiently because of the mulch. But at the end of the growing season, we will be left with a heap of used and useless plastic.



We will return to the fields and slice the rows down the center, gripping one flap at a time and wiggling, pulling, kicking the buried edge out from under the soil. By the end of a row, the plastic--already tattered by weeds, degraded by the sun's ultraviolet rays, and caught by feet and tractor tires--has ripped countless times. I try to roll it up neatly, but thin plastic coated in dirt, plant remnants, rotten tomatoes, and a slime of biofilm is nothing neat. I drive to a corner of the farm and dump the plastic on the same pile that my grandfather started 40 years ago.



Growing on plastic mulches has been the industry standard for decades. It makes the most sense financially for farmers; in many ways, it makes the most sense environmentally, too. Using plastic mulch saves water; it reduces the use of chemical pesticides; it increases a farm's yield. It also means that each year the United States must somehow dispose of more than 100 million pounds of plastic--at times, the annual total has been estimated to be upwards of 200 million pounds--easily enough plastic to cover most or all of Rhode Island.



Mulches and other agricultural plastics just scratch the surface of the world's plastic problem. Packaging, textiles, cars, and every other sector that depends on plastic produces waste. But because plastic mulches are typically too thin and too dirty to easily recycle, it is frequently infeasible or too expensive to turn them into new plastic mulches. Most become garbage, a single-use plastic whose utility is tough to replicate but that creates intractable waste.



In Florida, where the sun shines warmer than at home, the rows of plastic stretch out farther, touching the horizons. There plastic is laid daily in quantities that would cover the entirety of my family's farm. Buddy Hill manages thousands of acres of tomatoes, and he told me that "you can't make the yield on bare ground that you can on plastic. It's a night-and-day difference." The benefits for each crop vary, but for tomatoes, studies have found increases in yield by as much as a third when tomatoes are grown on plastic mulch instead of bare ground, a comparable increase to most of the plant's fruit and vegetable counterparts.



In other words, plastics in agriculture, or plasticulture, changed what was considered possible for fruit and vegetable crops. Plastics cover greenhouses and allow for growing beyond the constraints of seasons. Small plastic tubes laid beneath the plastic mulch slowly drip water to the area where the crops need it, improving irrigation and using water up to 80 percent more efficiently than aboveground systems. Lower water volumes wash fewer fertilizers out of the soil and into local waterways and ecosystems. Plastic mulch also moderates soil temperature and disease prevalence. And it keeps weeds in check: Under those thin plastics, the heat and lack of light kill any weeds that begin to sprout. Fewer weeds means fewer chemicals needed to control weed growth, and fewer hours spent pulling weeds by hand.



Alternatives to plastic mulch--mainly, biodegradable plastic mulches--do exist. But they are more expensive and, depending on the crop and the climate, may degrade more or less quickly than the farmer needs them to. Farmers either lose the benefit of the mulches when they degrade too quickly, or end up with intact mulches that restrict their ability to cultivate later crops. Agricultural areas in California and Florida, where planting happens multiple times each year, need plastic that can be completely removed for quick crop turnarounds.



Plasticulture fits better in the system of commercial agriculture, designed to feed people efficiently. Small-scale, highly labor-intensive farms might be able to avoid both plastic use and industrially refined fertilizers and pesticides. But as long as the economics of growing food in places with ample space and shipping it around the country make sense, the mounds of dirty plastic will keep accumulating.




Farmers have a few other options. Piling up used plastic in a corner of the farm might work at first for small operations, but as the pile grows, pieces ride the wind and end up in neighboring fields, forests, and waterways. Eventually the pile of old plastic needs to be disposed of. On our farm, as on many other Massachusetts farms, that pile--40 years' worth of mulch--was hauled away to a landfill or incinerator one dumpster at a time. In other states, including Florida, where open burning is allowed, black smoke billows from piles scattered across farms--another stream of carbon pumping into the atmosphere. Plastic is a product of fossil fuels; both its creation and disposal make it one of the biggest contributions to global warming.



In Stuttgart, Arkansas--Rice and Duck Capital of the World, a welcome sign declares--Revolution Sustainable Solutions is making recycling work. The company gathers dirty plastic from the miles of surrounding farmland, as well as from collection centers throughout the Midwest, then chops the plastic into manageable pieces, washes it, shreds it into flakes, washes it again, and dries it. The company then extrudes the flakes into plastic resins, much of which becomes trash bags.



These thin products could be ruined if a grain of sand made its way into the production line. So Revolution focuses on collecting polytube (used for irrigation) and silage bags, the long, tall, caterpillar-looking tubes that store animal feed, both of which are thicker than plastic mulches and therefore less contaminated. The greater surface area of plastic mulch holds more dirt; some mulches, to increase their strength and reduce their thickness, are embossed with a pattern that holds on to even more contamination. Plastic recycling generally follows the same script: Take something large and dirty, chop and clean it, then extrude. But whereas polytube and silage bags might be worth washing to recycle, used plastic mulch can be up to 80 percent contamination by weight, requiring extensive cleaning. It usually costs more to recycle than it does to make it new.



Karl Englund, an environmental-engineering professor and extension specialist at Washington State University, specializes in exactly this type of low-value feedstock. One key to making mulch viable for recycling, he told me, could be to find outlets that do not require clean feedstock. Mulch could be turned into highway barriers, for instance, or specialized incinerator fuel, which, in the right environment, burns cleaner than coal. Or the mulch could be dry-cleaned, or gathered in a way that helps it leave the field with less contamination. Most of these ideas, though, are still in an experimental phase.



As spring arrives on my family's Massachusetts farm, we are organizing our supply of plastic mulches. Black rolls for early crops, helping to warm the soils; white ones for the mid-season crops, reflecting some of the sun's heat; and biodegradable mulches for the melons and other crops that sprawl and naturally retain soil moisture and suppress weeds once established. A few remnants of last year's biodegradable films flap in the wind among the cover crops emerging throughout our fields. Our 50-acre farm, just like the farms with thousands of acres in Florida, California, and around the world, functions within a system that works for the moment but that is contributing, season by season, year by year, to a future where the piles of plastics gathered throughout the world become altogether unmanageable.
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The Study-Abroad Accent Might Be the Real Deal

Our speech patterns can change with remarkable speed--if we want them to.

by Katherine J. Wu




Shortly before I started college, I finally wised up to the fact that fluency in my parents' native language of Mandarin Chinese might be an asset. But after nearly two decades of revolting against my parents' desperate attempts to keep me in Chinese school, I figured I was toast. Surely, by then, my brain and vocal tract had aged out of the window in which they could easily learn to discern and produce tones. And whatever new vocabulary I tried to pick up would, I figured, be forever tainted with my American accent.

Turns out I was only partly right. We acquire speech most readily in early childhood, when the brain is almost infinitely malleable. And the older we get, the tougher it is to pick up new languages and dialects--to rewire our brain circuitry and to move our mouth and tongue and vocal cords in new ways. But even when you're an adult, "the way you pronounce sounds can and does change," Andrew Cheng, a linguist at the University of Hawaii at Manoa, told me. Just how much will depend on factors such as age, geography, exposure, and natural talent. To a large degree, how we speak also reflects what we feel--especially, it seems, when it comes to regional accents.

Second-language acquisition offers some of the clearest examples of how difficult adjusting to a new way of speaking can be. Take, for instance, the struggle of adult English speakers--like me--to properly deploy the multitude of tones that inflect Mandarin, as my mother will exasperatedly attest. But even within a language, certain ingrained patterns can be difficult to modify. People struggle to unmerge sounds they've gotten used to treating as the same, Margaret Renwick, a linguist at the University of Georgia, told me. For instance, Californians, who tend to pronounce Mary, merry, and marry identically, may have a tough time sounding local in parts of upstate New York, where the pronunciations of those three words all diverge. A similar pattern arises among Spanish speakers who emigrate from, say, Mexico to certain parts of Spain, where the s in words such as casa (house) is pronounced as a th.

Many of those constraints can be overcome with enough time or incentive--and the motivation to sound a certain way can be huge. Everyone has an accent, and each one is a beacon to the rest of the world, prompting all sorts of assumptions about the speaker's age, geographic origins, race, socioeconomic status, even their education and intellect. The associations between voice and identity are so strong that, around the world, cultures have ordered regional accents into a hierarchy of prestige. Researchers such as Alarna Samarasinghe, a linguist at the University of Bristol, in England, have found that people in the U.K. tend to hold people with a southeastern English accent (also called received pronunciation) in higher regard than those who sound like they come from rural parts of the country. In the U.S., accents from the South are commonly described as "nicer" but less brainy. These sorts of biases can affect a speaker's personal or professional success. For instance, John Baugh, a linguist at Washington University in St. Louis, has found that voices that sound African American or Mexican American--even when they're not attached to faces--tend to be denied more job and housing opportunities than those perceived as white.

Read: What's a language, anyway?

So it's no shock that people often try to alter their accents, especially as they move between geographies or social contexts. Ignacio Moreno-Torres, a linguist at the University of Malaga, in Spain, recalls rapidly discarding his Malaga accent when he moved to Madrid for college, where his peers immediately ribbed him for his odd speech. Many speakers of African American Vernacular English are all too familiar with the exhausting process of toggling between different ways of speaking in different social contexts, Sonja Lanehart, a linguist at the University of Arizona, told me. Renwick, of the University of Georgia, thinks prestige concerns may be speeding up the disappearance of southern accents in cities such as Atlanta and Raleigh. Many southern cities have seen a big influx of people from other parts of the country over recent decades. If southern accents were better regarded, at least some of those newcomers "might be motivated to sound more southern," Renwick said, but instead, they're retaining their old way of speech. Now "the South, on the whole, sounds less southern than it did a half century ago."

Accents, of course, don't always bend to expectation or hierarchy. English that's strongly Indian-accented can, for some people, be more challenging to understand, Okim Kang, a linguist at Northern Arizona University, told me. But she once interviewed a lawyer who was dead set on maintaining that accent because it helped her connect with her clients, who spoke in a similar way. Another person she worked with lost her high-status British accent within months of starting to date an American. One study found that people learning Welsh exaggerated their Welsh accent in response to an interviewer (using received pronunciation) challenging the utility of them learning Welsh at all. "If I want to be socially closer to you, then I'm more likely to imitate what you're doing," Cynthia Clopper, a linguist at Ohio State University, told me. "But I can also move further away."

Read: Why do cartoon villains speak in foreign accents?

Our voices, after all, have a powerful influence over the people who interact with us. Researchers have found that little kids generally prefer to hang out with children who look like them--until they're offered the chance to befriend someone who sounds like them, regardless of appearance. And we're aware of these tendencies, at least subconsciously. Speakers of all ages naturally take on the mannerisms and vocal patterns of the people they're interacting with, sometimes within the span of a single conversation, Morgan Sonderegger, a linguist at McGill University, in Canada, told me. It's easy to poke fun at celebrities, such as Lindsay Lohan, who return from an extended European sojourn with a mysterious new accent--or your own college friends, freshly home from a semester abroad with suspiciously Italian-sounding vowels--but they might not actually be "putting it on" as much as people think.

Even the fabled critical period of language learning in early childhood might be at least partly a product of subjective emotions. Young brains are certainly more adept at hearing and incorporating new sounds. But kids are also less set in their identity than adults are--and, as they immerse themselves in the varied accents of peers they're eager to fit in with, may feel less allegiance to their "first" way of speech than adults who have had decades to decide who they want to be, Jennifer Nycz, a linguist at Georgetown University, told me.

Read: The mystery of babies' first words

That flexibility doesn't have to end with childhood. After about a decade of speaking English with a U.S. accent--acquired in part by binge-watching reruns of Friends and The Big Bang Theory--Yiran Guo, who grew up in Nanjing, China, was proud that her pronunciation was noticeably more American than her friends' and family's. Guo's accent was hard-earned, and she clung to it when she moved to Australia in her late teens to study linguistics at the University of Melbourne. "I actually didn't like the Aussie accent when I came here," she told me. "I just didn't find it appealing."

But as Guo's dislike for Australian pronunciation ebbed, so too did the Americanness of her speech. Within a couple of years, most of her vowels had changed to match what she heard from her surroundings--her American "no," for instance, rounding and rolling into something more like noerh. After seven years of Aussie life, Guo told me, her accent still feels like it's deepening by the month. But already, she can pass as a local--even to her own adviser, who studies the sounds of speech for a living.
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The Two Women Who Wrote as 'Michael Field'

Their poems about the experience of beauty help explain the choice to write as one person.

by Walt Hunter




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.


The poetic genius--tortured, solitary--is a familiar figure. Some of the concept's staying power comes from simple wonder: The best poetry makes us marvel at the human spirit's ability to use language in such extraordinary or unusual ways, whether it's "'twas brillig, and the slithy toves" or "beauty is truth, truth beauty,--that is all / Ye know on earth" or "my Life had stood--a Loaded Gun." We tend to be stunned, transported, floored by creativity when we encounter it--which is why the cliches of AI-generated art and poetry still amuse rather than move us.

I've had ample opportunity to think about the poetic process this spring: I've been reading every poem published in The Atlantic since the magazine ran its first issue, in November 1857. So I was delighted to find, in the September and October 1895 issues, two poems by Michael Field. Field was neither a man nor a single person, but rather two women using a single name. Their story complicates the notion that good poetry springs only from a Yeats dreaming in a tower, or a Whitman walking on a beach at night.

The two poets who wrote as "Michael Field" were a niece and her aunt, Edith Emma Cooper and Katherine Harris Bradley. They described themselves as married, slept in the same bed, and have generally been understood to be romantically (incestuously) involved. Copious amounts of their own recently republished diary, and interpretive scholarship by feminists and LGBTQ writers, testify to their relationship. Male pseudonyms were hardly unknown in the 19th century--George Sand and George Eliot were both women--but I haven't come across any other example of two women in an intimate relationship using the name of a man.

"Field" wrote their poetry in dialogue with two of the leading writers and thinkers (and Atlantic contributors) of the day: the art critic and connoisseur Bernard Berenson and the Victorian poet Robert Browning. They also corresponded with the playwright Oscar Wilde, whose trial for homosexuality was a cause celebre of 1895. This was the era of "art for art's sake," of Walter Pater's swoon-worthy prose about the Renaissance, of Aubrey Beardsley's drawings for Wilde's Salome. Field contributed their poetry, plays, and prose to this heady atmosphere, in which beauty was a topic of heated debate. Visiting Berenson in Italy, Field writes in their diary: "My definition of beauty was--that in the (objective) world that attracts emotion."

The Atlantic published only two poems by Field: "Tiger-Lilies" and "Second Thoughts." Both are gems, innovative for their day, and still arresting for ours. The topic of the first poem, "Tiger-Lilies," doesn't necessarily make it stand out; poems about flowers were not exactly unknown in the 19th-century Atlantic. (If you want to read several dozen poems from the 1880s about the arbutus, I can steer you in the right direction.) But Field's poem struck me immediately with its over-the-top, rhapsodic free-fall, repeating words and careening back and forth between long lines and short phrases. The final stanza offers a good example of Field's play with rhyme and rhythm:

It is the wonder
 I am laid under
 By the firm heaves
 And over-tumbling edges of your liberal leaves.


In these lines, I notice the sheer delight in the immediate satisfaction of rhyme--wonder/under--and then again in the delayed satisfaction of the following rhyme, heaves/leaves. Maybe reciting the poem is the verbal equivalent of the pleasure of encountering the vivid orange flower, and so much physical attraction, all at once. The lines are dizzying, decadent. They pull back, three times, only to burst forth in the final line.

I imagine the second poem, "Second Thoughts," which appeared in the magazine a month later, as a response to "Tiger-Lilies." Where "Tiger-Lilies" whirls around an image, "Second Thoughts" is a dramatic monologue (perhaps influenced by the famous Browning, whom the poets called "The Old."). The setting is morning in a bedroom. One lover is awake earlier than the other. She's thinking about going out for the day, but only so that she can come back and have some stories to tell, a "thousand things to say." Then she falls into a beautiful state of distraction:

But at sight of the delicate world within
 That fox-fur collar, from brow to chin,
 At sight of those wonderful eyes from the mine, --
 Coal pupils, an iris of glittering spa,
 And the wild, ironic, defiant shine
 As of a creature behind a bar
 One has captured, and, when three lives are past,
 May hope to reach the heart of at last, --


The lines move forward by developing the metaphor. First, the "world" that is the face, then the "mine" that are the (black) eyes, then the "glittering" spa waters that are the "iris." The "shine" of the eyes belongs, in an astonishing leap, to a zoo animal who turns into a character in a fairy tale, enchanted by a spell. Needless to say, no one gets out of bed.

Of course these poems are about a flower and a morning after (or before, or both). But at some point they get hijacked by their true subject, which is the state of ecstasy, the total absorption and immersion that beauty can create. The experience of beauty, the appreciation of a flower or a lover, isn't a selfish or solitary one here--there's no wandering "lonely as a cloud" for Michael Field. "It is the wonder / I am laid under": The self is overtaken, pulled under, distracted to the point of vanishing.

I could look at the controversial personal lives of Bradley and Cooper to explain the pseudonym, or try to conjecture about the effect of adopting a male name in the artistic milieu of the 1890s. But the two poems here offer another explanation for their choice to write as one person. Beauty attracts emotion. Emotion draws you out of yourself. Writing poetry, for Field, requires more than one mind and heart at work. The dual pseudonym of "Michael Field" is more than a name. It's a claim about the source of poetry and the collateral benefit that the encounter with beauty brings--not access to the truth, but submersion in love.
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The OpenAI Dustup Signals a Bigger Problem

A conversation with Charlie Warzel about the unsettling implications of Scarlett Johansson's feud with OpenAI

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.


Last week, OpenAI demonstrated new voice options for its AI assistant. One of them, called Sky, sounded strikingly similar to Scarlett Johansson's portrayal of a robot companion in the 2013 movie Her. On Monday, Johansson released a statement expressing her anger and "disbelief" that Sam Altman, the company's CEO, had chosen a voice that closely resembled her own; she alleged that the company had asked to use her voice months earlier for its ChatGPT service, and that she had said no. (Altman maintained that the voice of Sky was "never intended to resemble" Johansson's, and he said that OpenAI had cast the voice actor before reaching out to Johansson.)

As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote yesterday in The Atlantic, "The Johansson scandal is merely a reminder of AI's manifest-destiny philosophy: This is happening, whether you like it or not." I spoke with Charlie this morning about the hubris of OpenAI's leadership, the uncanny use of human-sounding AI, and to what extent OpenAI has adopted a "move fast and break things" mentality.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The British prime minister bowed to the inevitable.
 	"The judge hates Donald Trump."
 	Ozempic patients need an off-ramp.




Her Voice

Lora Kelley: From the beginning, OpenAI has emphasized its lofty mission "to ensure that artificial general intelligence benefits all of humanity." Now I'm wondering: Are they just operating like any other tech company trying to win?

Charlie Warzel: OpenAI sees a huge opening for their technology--and in some sense, they're behaving like any other tech company in trying to monetize it. But they also need a cultural shift in people's expectations around using generative-AI tools. Right now, despite the fact that lots of people use generative AI, it's still only a subset. OpenAI is trying to find ways to make this technology feel a little more human and a little easier to adopt in people's everyday lives. That to me was the salient part of the situation with Scarlett Johansson: She alleges that Sam Altman said that her voice would be comforting to people.

I believe that the company sees its new AI assistant as a step toward making OpenAI even more of a household name, and making their products seem less wild or dystopian. To them, that type of normalization probably feels like it serves their revolutionary vision. It's also so much easier to raise money for this from outside investors if you can say, Our voice assistant is used by a ton of people already.

Lora: Johansson alleges that the company copied her voice when developing Sky. Last week, Sam Altman even posted the word "her" on X, which many interpreted as a reference to the movie. Even beyond how similar this voice sounded to Johansson's, I was struck by how flirtatious and giggly the female-voiced AI tool sounded.

Charlie: There are many levels to it. The gendered, flirty aspect is weird and potentially unsettling. But if the allegations that the tool is referencing Her are accurate, then it also seems kind of like an embarrassing lack of creativity from a company that has historically wowed people with innovation. This company has said that its mission is to create a godlike intelligence. Now their newest product could be seen as them just copying the thing from that movie. It's very on the nose--to say nothing of the irony that the movie Her is a cautionary tale.

Lora: How does the narrative that AI is an inevitable part of the future serve OpenAI?

Charlie: When you listen to employees of the company talk, there's this sense of: Just come on board, the train isn't going to stop. I find that really striking. They seem to be sending the message that this technology is so revolutionary that it can't be ignored, and we're going to deploy it, and your life will inevitably change as a result. There's so much hubris there, for them to think that a group of unelected people can change society in that way, and also that they confidently know that this is the right future.

I don't want to reflexively rail against the idea of building new, transformative technologies. I just think that there is a hand-waving, dismissive nature to the way that this crew talks about what they're building.

Lora: What does this dustup tell us about Altman and his role as the leader in a moment of major change?

Charlie: Sam Altman is really good at talking about AI in a very serious and nuanced way--when he does it publicly. But behind the scenes, it may be a different story.

When he was fired from OpenAI in November, the board said that he was not "consistently candid" in his conversations with them. If Scarlett Johansson's allegations are true, it would also suggest that he was not behaving in a consistently candid manner in those dealings.

And when stuff like this comes to light, it actually does cast doubt on his ability to effectively lead this company. The public stance of OpenAI has always been that the company is building this transformative technology, which could have massive downsides. However, they say that they operate in an extremely ethical and deeply considered manner--so you should trust them to build this.

This episode suggests that perhaps the company has a standard "move fast and break things" mentality. That, on top of other recent unforced errors--Altman's abrupt firing before getting rehired, the resignations of employees focused on AI safety--gives us a view into how the company operates when it's not being watched. Knowing that this is the group of people building this technology doesn't give me a great sense of relief.

Related:

	OpenAI just gave away the entire game.
 	Does Sam Altman know what he's creating?




Today's News

	The CDC reported a second human case of bird flu, in a Michigan farmworker. It remains a low risk to the general public, according to officials.
 	A New York Times report found that an "Appeal to Heaven" flag, a symbol "associated with a push for a more Christian-minded government," flew at Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito's vacation home last summer. Alito and the court declined to respond to questions about the flag.
 	In a symbolic but historic move, Norway, Spain, and Ireland said that they would formally recognize a Palestinian state next week. In response, Israel has recalled its ambassadors from those countries.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Plastic allows farmers to use less water and fertilizer, John Gove writes. But at the end of each season, they're left with a pile of waste.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Why Is Charlie Kirk Selling Me Food Rations?

By Ali Breland

Charlie Kirk is worked up. "The world is in flames, and Bidenomics is a complete and total disaster," the conservative influencer said during a recent episode of his podcast The Charlie Kirk Show. "But it can't and won't ruin my day," he continued. "Why? 'Cause I start my day with a hot America First cup of Blackout Coffee." Liberals have brought about economic Armageddon, but first, coffee ...
 These ads espouse conservative values and talking points, mostly in service of promoting brands such as Blackout Coffee, which sells a "2nd Amendment" medium-roast blend and "Covert Op Cold Brew." The commercial breaks sounded like something from an alternate universe. The more I listened to them, the more I came to understand that that was the point.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A peace deal that seems designed to fail
 	How do the families of the Hamas hostages endure the agony?
 	The difference between polls and public opinion
 	The great academic squirm




Culture Break


Photograph by Imai Hisae. Courtesy of The Third Gallery Aya



Look inside. R. O. Kwon's new novel, Exhibit, is a searching and introspective book about overcoming the barriers to self-discovery, writes Hannah Giorgis.

Read. "Nothing Is a Body," a new poem by Jan Beatty:

"I wish I had the dust of you, a grave / to visit. I'm running on your sea legs right now, / tired of the little bits--not even leftovers."

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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Michael Cohen's Credibility Paradox

Are jurors prepared to believe the testimony of an admitted liar?

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.


Michael Cohen is an admitted liar and a convicted felon who is openly fueled by a thirst for revenge against Donald Trump. That he is so frank about his motives and past may actually make his testimony seem more credible to jurors.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real meaning of Trump's "unified Reich" post
 	Reaganomics is on its last legs.
 	The panic over smartphones doesn't help teens.




Revenge of the Fixer

For the past week in New York, Michael Cohen has been a valuable--and fraught--star witness in Donald Trump's criminal trial. The defense has tried to portray Cohen, Trump's ex-lawyer and fixer, as a jilted lackey--which he openly is. To get a sense of his animus toward his ex-boss, look no further than his T-shirt depicting Trump behind bars, his admission in court that he once called Trump a "Cheeto-dusted cartoon villain," and his two memoirs--Disloyal and Revenge--that trash the former president for his many transgressions.

Still, Cohen's openness about his past and his motivations--in part forced by the public and criminal nature of his previous offenses--may actually make him seem more credible to a jury. His argument in court boiled down to: I committed crimes at Trump's behest--and suffered consequences--because I would have done anything for him. That transparency made him appear like "the agent who was held accountable, whereas the principal has escaped accountability," James Sample, a law professor at Hofstra University, told me in an email.

In 2018, Cohen was sentenced to three years in prison for crimes that included lying to Congress about plans to build a Trump Tower in Moscow and violating campaign-finance laws by making hush-money payments--one of which went to the adult-film star Stormy Daniels. He testified that, during the 2016 election, when she was considering publicizing the story of her alleged 2006 sexual encounter with Trump, Trump ordered Cohen to "take care of it." In turn, Cohen paid Daniels $130,000 of his own money, which he claimed was later reimbursed by Trump.

On the stand, Cohen largely remained calm, though he had some shaky moments. He admitted during cross-examination that he had stolen tens of thousands of dollars from the Trump Organization, pocketing some of the money earmarked for a tech company. (When a prosecutor later probed him, he said that he had been angry because his bonus was cut.) The defense repeatedly tried to assail Cohen's credibility--an obvious way to undermine a man who had previously lied under oath. Cohen testified that he had spoken with Trump in October 2016, via Trump's bodyguard's phone, about paying off Daniels. Attempting to ding Cohen on the details of the call, the defense insisted that Cohen hadn't spoken with Trump and had actually discussed a different matter with the bodyguard, but Cohen stood by his testimony. Trump's lawyers also called into question Cohen's money-related stake in the trial. Cohen admitted that he has a financial interest in the outcome of the trial, because he writes and podcasts about Trump, but added that an acquittal would be better for him economically because it would give him "more to talk about."

A common paradox lies at the heart of Trump's criminal case, Sample told me: "To get at the truth in prosecuting criminal enterprises often requires relying on liars." In most cases, being a convicted felon would make a witness far less credible. But the fact that Cohen has already served time in prison for admitting to crimes related to hush-money payments actually adds to his credibility as a witness here, Valerie Hans, a professor at Cornell Law School and an expert on juries, told me in an email; jurors won't have to wonder if Cohen is testifying as part of a plea deal to avoid prison time for those charges.

In contrast to the prosecution's parade of witnesses, Trump's defense team presented only two witnesses before resting its case earlier today. (Trump himself did not testify.) One of the witnesses was Robert Costello, a lawyer who once did some legal work for Cohen. He was positioned to be a Cohen-antagonist, and he claimed that Cohen previously told him that Trump "knew nothing" about the hush-money payment to Daniels. But in the process of trying to impugn Cohen, Costello "succeeded in impugning himself," Sample told me. The judge scolded Costello after he reportedly told the courtroom to "strike" something from the record and continued to speak after objections were sustained. "The circus-like debacle of Costello's testimony is a microcosm of why the defense called so few witnesses," Sample explained.

Cohen's history of fealty to Trump, and his willingness to bully and lie, is well documented. That his past would be an asset may seem strange--but the prosecution is banking on him. After Memorial Day weekend, the jury will convene and begin their deliberations. Their decision to convict or acquit a former president will largely hinge on whether or not they think they can trust the word of Michael Cohen.

Related:

	Michael Cohen, mediocre hero
 	Trump's alternate-reality criminal trial




Today's News

	Trump's defense rested its case in his New York criminal trial. Closing arguments are set to begin next week.
 	Rudy Giuliani and 10 other Trump allies pleaded not guilty to conspiracy, forgery, and fraud charges in an Arizona criminal case related to their alleged efforts to overturn the 2020 presidential-election results.
 	One man died and multiple passengers suffered injuries when a Boeing plane flying from London to Singapore encountered severe turbulence; the aircraft plummeted roughly 6,000 feet within the span of five minutes.




Evening Read


Illustration by Nick Little for The Atlantic



The Big AI Risk Not Enough People Are Seeing

By Tyler Austin Harper

"Our focus with AI is to help create more healthy and equitable relationships." Whitney Wolfe Herd, the founder and executive chair of the dating app Bumble, leans in toward her Bloomberg Live interviewer. "How can we actually teach you how to date?"
 When her interviewer, apparently bemused, asks for an example of what this means, Herd launches into a mind-bending disquisition on the future of AI-abetted dating: "Okay, so for example, you could in the near future be talking to your AI dating concierge, and you could share your insecurities. 'I just came out of a breakup. I have commitment issues.' And it could help you train yourself into a better way of thinking about yourself" ...
 What Herd provides here is much more than a darkly whimsical peek into a dystopian future of online dating. It's a window into a future in which people require layer upon layer of algorithmic mediation between them in order to carry out the most basic of human interactions: those involving romance, sex, friendship, comfort, food.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The voters who don't really know Donald Trump
 	Higher education isn't the enemy.
 	Scientists are very worried about NASA's Mars plan.




Culture Break


Billie Eilish wears sunglasses and squats in front of a blue gradient background



Listen. Billie Eilish's new album, Hit Me Hard and Soft, sustains a mood of longing that is very now, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Watch. Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes (out now in theaters) proves that this blockbuster franchise keeps evolving for the better, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Among the many absurd details of the hush-money case are the alliterative, somewhat zippy pseudonyms that Daniels and Cohen apparently used in a nondisclosure agreement. Trump went by "David Dennison," and Daniels was called "Peggy Peterson." Earlier in the trial, Keith Davidson, Daniels's former lawyer, testified that he had come up with the monikers--and that David Dennison was the name of a real person on his high-school hockey team.

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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

Many Republicans continue their collective amnesia about Trump.

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.


For years, leading Republicans have chosen to let their memory lapse about things they once said about Donald Trump. It's a disingenuous forgetting that has deepened since Trump went on trial in New York.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	New 9/11 evidence points to deep Saudi complicity.
 	The worst best economy ever
 	Who would benefit from the Iranian president's death?




The New Order for the Day

Winston Smith, the protagonist of George Orwell's dystopian novel 1984, works for the totalitarian Ministry of Truth, where his assignment is to produce lies. He rewrites history so that whatever the regime says today cannot be contradicted by something it might have said yesterday. (He ensures, for example, that Big Brother's "Order for the Day" announcements about the regime's achievements match up with everything the leader predicted in previous statements, and he excises any untidy references in the state media to people who have been arrested and disappeared.) Once history is fixed, Winston drops contradictory materials into "the memory hole," a small opening near every desk that leads to a furnace, where the inconvenient past is quickly incinerated.

Leaders of the current GOP presumably do not have such memory holes in their offices, but they're doing their best to replicate the effect. Republicans who once claimed to be against Donald Trump, and ridiculed him, are now expending kilocalories of political energy to convince their constituents and the rest of the American public that they have always been faithful to Trump.

Some of them, including Senators Lindsey Graham and J. D. Vance, have admitted to dramatic conversions, and like good members of any authoritarian party, they have come forward and sought mercy for their mistakes. "If we nominate Trump, we will get destroyed.......and we will deserve it," Graham tweeted in May 2016 (after calling Trump a "kook," among other things), and on the night of January 6, 2021, he declared himself to be done with Trump: "Count me out."

Less than a month later, he was back in.

Vance, for his part, once described Trump as "cultural heroin" in this magazine--a wonderful phrase that I will never tire of repeating here. When Vance decided to run for the Senate, however, he apparently felt that it was time to see the light. "I'm not just a flip-flopper, I'm a flip-flop-flipper on Trump," he told Time in the summer of 2021. Trump, he said, is "the leader of this movement, and if I actually care about these people and the things I say I care about, I need to just suck it up and support him."

After this stirring statement of principle, Vance went all in. Last week, at the New York courthouse where Trump is on trial, he showed up in the required blue suit and red tie not only to affirm his allegiance (obligatory for anyone who hopes to be Trump's vice-presidential pick) but also as part of his continual smearing of the entire American justice system. If Vance once had any reservations, they have gone into the memory hole.

Few Trump sycophants play this game better than New York Representative Elise Stefanik, who this weekend got a smidge tetchy with the Fox News anchor Shannon Bream after Bream had the temerity to snatch back some of Stefanik's history from the furnace. Bream quoted from a lengthy 2022 New York Times profile in which Stefanik's friends noted the representative's transformation from Republican moderate to Trumpian conspiracy theorist. Stefanik immediately snapped at Bream for quoting unnamed sources from the hated Times.

But Bream was having none of it: "Folks can go read that article for themselves," she countered. "There are plenty of names, people who went on the record. And we'll leave it there." The article is more devastating than Bream let on; as an opportunist, Stefanik leaves even a dedicated newcomer like Vance in the dust. But her approach worked. "In the beginning," one of her voters told my Atlantic colleague Russell Berman after Trump lost in 2020, Stefanik wasn't a big Trump backer. "But I'll tell you, she's come around."

Indeed she has. "To say that Stefanik displays the zeal of a convert," Russell wrote in a follow-up profile earlier this year, "doesn't do justice to the phrase." She is now a reliable voice echoing almost anything Trump says, including his attacks on the rule of law and the American election system.

I am an adult, and I have worked for politicians. I know hypocrisy is endemic to politics. I know that liberals and conservatives both have made excuses for their preferred candidates. I know that, yes, everyone does it. And people are allowed to change their mind when facts change. But nothing about Trump has changed. This GOP embrace of Trump's nihilism is not some standard-issue, "my guy, right or wrong" defense of the party leader. What Republicans are doing now is a deeper and more stomach-churning abandonment of dignity, a rejection of moral agency in the name of ambition.

The defense of Trump and the memory-holing of any vestige of past adherence to principle are, of course, rooted in expediency and fear, but they also reflect a deep-seated resentment among people such as Vance and Stefanik.

The fear is obvious: Republicans are afraid of their own voters, sometimes even with a direct concern for their personal security. As my colleague McKay Coppins reported in his biography of Mitt Romney, "One Republican congressman confided to Romney that he wanted to vote for Trump's second impeachment, but chose not to out of fear for his family's safety." Likewise, the crackling-static cloud of opportunism that surrounds so many Republicans--especially the hyper-ambitious gadfly Vivek Ramaswamy--generates a political version of ozone so strong that its metallic odor practically seeps through the screens of TVs and smartphones.

But do not underestimate the power of resentment among Stefanik, Vance, and the others now circling Trump like the cold fragments of a destroyed planet. They resent the people who stuck to their principles and did not take the deal that required trading decency for power. Stefanik and Vance, of course, still have jobs in Congress, but they now must pretend to be tribunes of an electorate with whom they have almost nothing in common and among whom they seem to have no interest in living. (Vance once argued that people in depressed rural areas should move out, and he himself did not have a primary residence in Ohio until 2018.)

The cognitive dissonance produced by this self-knowing resentment encourages extremism, not moderation. The shame of signing on with Trump again means that any memento of an earlier political life must be shoved into the memory hole. The only way to prove loyalty is to take the new line, and to repeat Big Brother's new Order for the Day more energetically than all of the other comrades. Each time, they will shout louder--to rise above the din of the mob, and to silence the fading voice of conscience that tells them that this self-abasement is terribly, inexcusably wrong.

Related:

	Why Republican politicians do whatever Trump says
 	The validation brigade salutes Trump.




Today's News

	Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi and the Iranian foreign minister were found dead after their helicopter crashed yesterday. Iran's Supreme Leader announced that the first vice president, Mohammad Mokhber, will become the acting president; he must set up elections for a new president within 50 days.
 	The International Criminal Court is seeking arrest warrants for three Hamas leaders, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, and Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant. They are all charged with war crimes and crimes against humanity.
 	Michael Cohen wrapped up his last day of testimony for the prosecution in Trump's criminal trial in New York. The prosecution rested its case, and the defense will continue its case tomorrow.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: It's powerful to hear our family's stories, Isabel Fattal writes. Sometimes our loved ones need a nudge to share a bit more than they might've otherwise.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Matt Eich



God's Doctors

By Matt Eich and Bryce Covert

Nearly 20 million people gained health-insurance coverage between 2010 and 2016 under the Affordable Care Act. But about half of insured adults worry about affording their monthly premiums, while roughly the same number worry about affording their deductibles. At least six states don't include dental coverage in Medicaid, and 10 still refuse to expand Medicaid to low-income adults under the ACA. Many people with addiction never get treatment.
 Religious groups have stepped in to offer help--food, community support, medical and dental care--to the desperate ...
 These groups operate out of trailers and formerly abandoned buildings; they are led by pastors and nuns, reverends and imams. In many cases, they are the most trusted members of their communities, and they fill care gaps others can't or won't.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"The lynching that sent my family north"
 	The algorithmic radicalization of Taylor Swift
 	The bird-flu host we should worry about
 	Bad regimes are winning at sport's expense.




Culture Break


Hopper Stone / Max



Watch. What's the key to understanding The Sympathizer? Think of the show (out now on Max) as a ghost story, Paula Mejia writes.

Listen. The latest episode of How to Know What's Real examines what we can learn from real-life urbanization to improve online living.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Compelling Made-For-TV Reality Season

Culture and entertainment musts from Jinae West

by Isabel Fattal




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Jinae West, a senior producer at The Atlantic who works on our Radio Atlantic and Good on Paper podcasts.

Jinae has been catching up on Survivor to sate her voracious reality-show appetite; she'd watch Steven Yeun in anything, and she enjoys watching Shark Tank while doing laundry. (As she puts it: "This culture survey is a real win for network TV.")

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The one place in airports people actually want to be
 	The art of survival
 	The Atlantic's summer reading guide




The Culture Survey: Jinae West

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: I take public transit to work, so I'm addicted to what I think of as commute-friendly games. My favorite, of course, is The New York Times' Connections, where you group together words that have something in common. (My preferred playing order is: Connections > Strands > Wordle > Crossword.) If I don't get all the groups right away, I revisit the game later, usually on the commute home. But then, if I don't guess another group in a sufficient amount of time, I get self-conscious about the people sitting nearby, judging me for not knowing that loo, condo, haw, and hero are all one letter away from bird names. The reality is nobody cares, and I never think about loons.

Sometimes I'll do the mini crossword just to feel something. [Related: The New York Times' new game is genius.]

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: A few weeks ago, my niece and nephews made me play Ultimate Chicken Horse on Nintendo Switch. It's a multiplayer game where you collectively build an obstacle course that's full of both helpful things and perilous traps. If the whole group fails to finish a level, you respawn and get to pick another item to add.

The result is generally a chaotic minefield of wrecking balls, flamethrowers, and black holes--and I'm pretty sure I got hit by a hockey puck? I lost every round and died within seconds. But Ultimate Chicken Horse is my favorite kind of game: low commitment, fun for all ages, and less about winning or losing than about making sure other people have a hard time.

A good recommendation I recently received: A friend suggested a while ago that I watch the back catalog of Survivor to sate my reality-competition-show appetite. I am a glutton for it in every genre: cooking, baking, glassblowing, interior designing, dating. Survivor has more than 40 U.S. seasons--and had somehow been a big cultural blind spot for me--so it was right up my alley. Who knew that watching a person build a fire or give up the chance at immunity for a plate of nachos could make for such thrilling television? And the blindsides! Oh god, the blindsides.

I started with Season 37: "David vs. Goliath," or: "The One Where Mike White Probably Thought Up The White Lotus." I quickly moved on to Season 28: "Cagayan--Brawn vs. Brains vs. Beauty." Most recently, I finished Season 33: "Millennials vs. Gen X," which was interesting to watch as a now-30-something Millennial (it aired in 2016). But as the season wore on, and the contestants shed their generational stereotypes, it became a much more compelling show for other reasons. By the time I watched the finale, I was surprised to find myself in tears. It's a near-perfect made-for-TV season. [Related: Survivor is deceptive. That's what makes it so real.]

An actor I would watch in anything: Steven Yeun. He's endlessly watchable. And he can sing! Toni Collette is another.

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: If Sheryl Crow's "All I Wanna Do" is pure pop summer, Ultimate Painting's cover of the song is its more muted slacker-surfer counterpart, and very much my vibe. It's also part of a compilation album--Lagniappe Sessions, Vol. 1--that features another great cover song: Tashaki Miyaki's version of the Flamingos' "I Only Have Eyes for You" (which is itself an adaptation).

Wet Leg's "Angelica" is the loud song I have on rotation. It's a track about a dull party, and it has a good beat and deadpan lyrics such as "Angelica, she brought lasagna to the party."

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: If I'm being very honest with myself, it's Shark Tank. (This culture survey is a real win for network TV, I guess.) Once a show I only considered watching in a hotel if nothing else was on, it has now been upgraded to a show I watch in my everyday life while doing other things. The stakes are just high enough to keep me invested and just low enough for me to walk away from the deal (to go fold laundry or something).

Is the show an overt celebration of capitalism? Yes. Is it a warped version of the American Dream? Sure. Is "Hello sharks" a mildly funny punch line to use on many occasions? You bet! Unlike, say, America's Next Top Model or The Voice, the show actually does have a track record of investing in a few hits. I mean, once upon a time, Scrub Daddy was just a man with a sponge and a dream.

My fiance has bought at least one thing from Shark Tank: a little fast-food-ketchup holder for our car. We've used it maybe once? Twice? It was fine. The show is fine.

Also: Baby Reindeer. Watch it with a friend. You're going to want to talk that one out. [Related: The Baby Reindeer mess was inevitable.]



The Week Ahead

	Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga, an action film starring Anya Taylor-Joy as the eponymous character trying to make her way home in a postapocalyptic world (in theaters Friday)
 	Tires, a comedy series co-created by the comedian Shane Gillis about a crew working at a struggling auto shop (premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	Butcher, a novel by Joyce Carol Oates about a 19th-century doctor who experiments on the patients in a women's asylum (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Dream of Streaming Is Dead

By Jacob Stern

Remember when streaming was supposed to let us watch whatever we want, whenever we want, for a sliver of the cost of cable? Well, so much for that. In recent years, streaming has gotten confusing and expensive as more services than ever are vying for eyeballs. It has done the impossible: made people miss the good old-fashioned cable bundle.
 Now the bundles are back.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The Baby Reindeer mess was inevitable.
 	Amy Winehouse was too big for a biopic.
 	The cruel social experiment of reality TV
 	What Alice Munro has left us
 	The wild Blood dynasty
 	Conan O'Brien keeps it old-school.




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	The Israeli defense establishment revolts against Netanyahu.
 	George T. Conway III: The New York Trump case is kind of perfect.
 	Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves.




Photo Album


Gentoos, which are the fastest swimmers among penguins, surf a wave in the ocean. Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2024



Check out the top images from the German Society for Nature Photography's annual photo competition.



Explore all of our newsletters.

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

Sometimes our loved ones need a nudge to share a bit more than they might've otherwise.

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.


As I watch my friends grow older and enter new phases of life, I've noticed a common thread: Year after year, many of us happen upon questions we wish we'd asked the loved ones who are no longer with us. Some of these questions are capacious: What kind of friend were they in their youth? Others focus on the everyday: What was the one song they couldn't live without? And what, exactly, was that famous chocolate-cake recipe?

It's not realistic, of course, to ask every single question while we can. But sometimes our loved ones need a nudge to share a bit more than they might've otherwise: "You may be surprised by how much your parents and grandparents haven't told you, perhaps because they thought you wouldn't be interested, or they weren't sure how you'd judge them," Elizabeth Keating wrote in 2022. Opening that door can lead to insight you never knew existed.



On Oral History

The Questions We Don't Ask Our Families but Should

By Elizabeth Keating

Many people don't know very much about their older relatives. But if we don't ask, we risk never knowing our own history.

Read the article.

The Underestimated Reliability of Oral Histories

By Stephen E. Nash and Sapiens

Not only written narratives have stood the test of time.

Read the article.

What Ordinary Family Photos Teach Us About Ourselves

By Syreeta McFadden

A new book honors unsung figures who have for generations captured the most delicate moments of Black life. (From 2023)

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Learn your family's history: Ordinary photos and stories can connect you with your roots, Kate Cray wrote in 2023.
 	What kids learn from hearing family stories: Reading to children has education benefits, of course--but so does sharing tales from the past, Elaine Reese wrote in 2013.




Other Diversions

	The strange ritual of commencement speeches
 	Six books that explore what's out there
 	The godfather of American comedy




P.S.


Courtesy of Antoine A.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Antoine A., 28, from Versailles, France, sent a photo of Solalex, "a small hamlet in Switzerland, at the foot of the Diablerets mountains."

I'll continue to feature 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
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Why the Internet Is Boring Now

A conversation with Ian Bogost about how the web became a victim of its own success

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.


Ian Bogost has lived through more than a few hype cycles on the internet. The Atlantic contributing writer has been online, and building websites, since the early days of the World Wide Web. I spoke with him about what happens when new technologies age into the mainstream, how the web has in some ways been a victim of its own success, and the parts of the internet that still delight him.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The spat that made Congress even worse
 	The "America First" chaos caucus is forcing a moment of truth.
 	Your childhood home might never stop haunting you.




The Web Is Fine

Lora Kelley: Is it fair to say everything online is deteriorating? Or is that too dramatic?

Ian Bogost: It's easy to focus on the stuff that seems bad or broken, because it is noticeable and also because the internet is built for complaining about things. And it's natural that one of the things we like to complain about the most on the internet is the internet itself. But there's a lot of stuff online that's really amazing, and we should be careful to keep that in mind.

The things that feel like deterioration are the result of a saturated market. There's no longer any incentive for tech products to be as good for consumers as they once were. That's in part a cost issue--a lot of tech was effectively subsidized for years. But also, the delightful or even just straightforwardly functional services created years ago don't have to be quite so friendly and usable. Because of their success, there's not as much of a need to satisfy people anymore.

These products are now like a lot of other things in our offline lives--fine. When you go to buy a car or a mattress or whatever, it's just kind of the way it is. We've reached that level of cultural ubiquity with computers.

Lora: Is it inevitable that products will become boring once they become the mainstream? Is there any way around that, or are we stuck in a cycle of novelty to boredom?

Ian: That's the cycle, and it's good. Boredom means that something is successful. When things are new, they feel wild and exciting. We don't know what they mean yet, and there's a lot of promise--maybe even fear.

But for something to truly become successful at a massive scale--for millions or billions of people to develop a relationship with a product or service--the product has to recede into the background again and become ordinary. And once it reaches that point, you stop thinking about it quite so much. You take it for granted.

Lora: You have written about your experience using, and building websites on, the internet in the '90s. What parallels do you see between the early web and this current moment of generative AI?

Ian: I remember living through the early days of the web, and we never had any idea that millions and billions of people would be using these data-extraction services. None of that occurred to us at the time. I don't think there's a very strong cultural memory of the early days of the web. We have a lot of stories about the excesses of the dot-com era, but the more ordinary stuff didn't get recorded in the same way.

Everything that we did, we had to convince some old-world business that it was worth doing. It was a process of bringing the offline world online. In the decades since, technologists have started disrupting the legacy businesses and sectors through innovation. And that worked really well from the perspective of building markets and building wealth. But it didn't necessarily make the world better.

Generative AI feels more like those early days of the web than social media or the Web 2.0 era did. It's my hope that maybe we'll go about this in a way that draws from the lessons learned over the past 30 years--which, of course, we probably won't. Technologists shouldn't be trying to blow things up; rather, they should make use of what technology allows in order to do things better, more equitably, and more effectively.

Lora: In 2024, do you still find the web to be a site of wonder?

Ian: Being able to talk to family and friends as much as I want, for free, is still historically unusual and delightful. The fundamental feature of the internet still exists: I can look out and get a little buzz of delight just from seeing something new.

Related:

	The web became a strip mall.
 	Social media is not what killed the web.




Today's News

	A New York Times report found that an upside-down flag, a "Stop the Steal" symbol, flew at Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito's house in January 2021, when the Supreme Court was considering whether to hear a 2020 election case.
 	The man who bludgeoned Nancy Pelosi's husband in 2022 was sentenced to 30 years in federal prison. He is awaiting a state trial later this month.
 	Daniel Perry, a former Army sergeant who was convicted of murdering a Black Lives Matter protester in 2020, was released from prison yesterday after Texas Governor Greg Abbott granted him a pardon.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Alice Munro's death was an occasion to praise her life as a writer as much as her actual work, Gal Beckerman writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Max Guther



The One Place in Airports People Actually Want to Be

By Amanda Mull

On a bright, chilly Thursday in February, most of the people inside the Chase Sapphire Lounge at LaGuardia Airport appeared to be doing something largely absent from modern air travel: They were having fun. I arrived at Terminal B before 9:30 a.m., but the lounge had already been in full swing for hours. Most of the velvet-upholstered stools surrounding the circular, marble-topped bar were filled. Travelers who looked like they were heading to couples' getaways or girls' weekends clustered in twos or threes, waiting for their mimosas or Bloody Marys ...
 While I ate my breakfast--a brussels-sprout-and-potato hash with bacon and a poached egg ordered using a QR code, which also offered me the opportunity to book a gratis half-hour mini-facial in the lounge's wellness area--I listened to the 30-somethings at the next table marveling about how nice this whole thing was. That's not a sentiment you'd necessarily expect to hear about the contrived luxury of an airport lounge.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Graeme Wood: The UN's Gaza statistics make no sense.
 	Many Indians don't trust their elections anymore.
 	Giant heaps of plastic are helping vegetables grow.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



RIP. The dream of streaming is dead, Jacob Stern writes. The bundles are back.

Pick apart. The sad desk salad, a meal that is synonymous with young, overworked white-collar professionals, is getting sadder, Yasmin Tayag writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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'An Entire Life Handed Over to Art'

Alice Munro's death was an occasion to praise her life as a writer as much as her actual work.

by Gal Beckerman




Join Atlantic editors Adrienne LaFrance, Emma Sarappo, and Lenika Cruz along with staff writer Ross Andersen for a discussion of "The Great American Novels," an ambitious new editorial project from The Atlantic that brings together the most consequential novels of the past 100 years. The conversation will take place at Politics and Prose at The Wharf in Washington, D.C., 610 Water Street SW, on May 20 at 7 p.m.


The death this week of Alice Munro, the beloved and Nobel Prize-winning short-story writer, was an occasion to examine and praise her life as a writer as much as her actual work. Munro was humble, committed primarily to her craft. She seemed little tempted by the opportunities literary stardom offered; she spent most of her years not straying too far from the Canadian town where she was born. She stuck to the form she loved and perfected and never produced a novel, though one can only imagine how much pressure she was under from publishers to do so. In an appreciation that ran in The Atlantic this week, the author Lorrie Moore, also best known for her short stories, found herself wondering what it felt like to be Alice: "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.)" Tortured or not--and I tend to think she wasn't--Munro found seemingly endless ways to draw on her own immediate world to give us glimpses of the human condition.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	25 books to get lost in this summer
 	A family story about colonialism and its aftereffects
 	The wild Blood dynasty


The way Munro chose to live her life--staying close to the people with whom she was raised, never even learning how to drive--is reflected in her stories, and it's what makes them powerful. She was interested in and privileged depth over breadth. Like a painter who returns to the same subject, or a pianist who plays a Bach sonata again and again, fascinated by every slight variation, Munro found endless material among the rural Ontarians she knew best. She understood at a profound level the truism that in fiction, the universal can be found in the particular. Her collections also capture the unique joys and frustrations of girlhood and womanhood, focusing on the quiet adolescent dramas in Lives of Girls and Women or the joyful burden of child care in The Progress of Love.

Munro may have chosen the constricting form of the short story because she liked the limitations it offered. Perhaps the tight word count gave her the ability to fill in those wonderful, painful details of human reality in a way that felt authentic to how we live our lives--day to day, moment by moment. In a 1982 essay, she tried capturing her art through a metaphor: "Everybody knows what a house does, how it encloses space and makes connections between one enclosed space and another and presents what is outside in a new way. That is the nearest I can come to explaining what a story is for me."




What Alice Munro Has Left Us

By Lorrie Moore

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Grass, by Keum Suk Gendry-Kim

Using breathless, inky brushstrokes, Gendry-Kim's Grass tells the true story of Granny Lee Ok-sun, one of tens of thousands of Korean women who were forced into sexual slavery by Japan during the 1930s and '40s. Lee was relinquished by her impoverished family, then adopted by a couple who promised to send her to school, but put her to work instead before selling her as a teenager to a brothel. Her biography gets more gruesome when she is sent to a Japanese-military "comfort station." Gendry-Kim expertly handles the woman's trauma in a narrative that alternates between her brutal childhood and her present, where she is reluctantly telling Gendry-Kim her story in the nursing home where she now lives. Gendry-Kim inserts a plethora of wordless pages amid the account, and these gestural, stark landscapes are some of the book's most beautiful drawings. At times, she is even more minimalist: After recounting Lee's first assault, Gendry-Kim draws empty, charcoal-black panels, creating a heartbreaking pause in a relentlessly painful book and life.  -- Kristen Radtke

From our list: Seven great graphic novels that go beyond words





Out Next Week

? Undue Burden: Life and Death Decisions in Post-Roe America, by Shefali Luthra

? Butcher, by Joyce Carol Oates

? American Diva: Extraordinary, Unruly, Fabulous, by Deborah Paredez



Your Weekend Read


Heather Sten for The Atlantic



The Art of Survival

By Jennifer Senior

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.

Read the full article.





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

A looming deadline is already causing cuts in school budgets.

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.


The past few years have not been easy on many American schools. Large infusions of federal funding helped alleviate pandemic-era pains--but that money is drying up.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Israeli defense establishment revolts against Netanyahu.
 	In the game of spy vs. spy, Israel keeps getting the better of Iran.
 	The study-abroad accent might be the real deal.




A Steep Fiscal Cliff

Summer break is on the horizon, but many schools are already bracing themselves for what next year will look like. It isn't a pretty picture: By the time classes resume in the fall, budget reductions and teacher layoffs will be under way in some districts.

Across the country, the cuts have already started. District officials in Arlington, Texas, announced plans to remove 275 positions at the end of this school year. Dozens of teachers in Providence, Rhode Island, are getting laid off. Other districts are letting attrition do its work: Many schools are simply not replacing teachers who retire or quit, which is creating its own disruptions for students, Marguerite Roza, the director of the Edunomics Lab and a research professor at Georgetown University, told me. We may soon see schools shutting down altogether, she added; already, Seattle school officials are proposing to close about 23 elementary schools by the 2025-26 school year.

These seismic disruptions to classrooms come as a perfect storm sweeps through many American schools. Inflation, falling school enrollments, and recent state-tax cuts are all exacerbated by the imminent expiration of a huge tranche of COVID-era federal funds, known as the Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSER), which is set to end in September. Issued in three installments--$13 billion in the CARES Act in March 2020, $54 billion in the December 2020 stimulus package, and $122 billion more in the American Rescue Plan Act in March 2021--the ESSER funds made up the largest-ever single federal investment in public education, as students were beginning to fall behind in their reading and math skills, and test scores started to drop. Lower-income students were prioritized for funding; by the fall of 2022, annual federal spending per student had more than doubled in some high-poverty districts.

This infusion of federal cash allowed schools to boost salaries (at a time when many districts struggled to find staff), make improvements to facilities, and hire support staff such as nurses and social workers who could help students during a mental- and public-health crisis. Districts always knew that the money was temporary, so many focused on adding short-term programs and positions with the understanding that, come September 2024, they would be back to relying on state and local governments for the bulk of their funding.

Still, some schools used the federal funds to hire full-time teachers without a clear sense of how they would pay their salaries long-term. That went against most expert advice, my colleague Adam Harris told me, "but in some places it was simply unavoidable," he explained. "The looming layoffs were always top of mind, but some districts were understaffed to begin with, and so hiring additional teachers or staff was a part of being able to properly serve students." He noted that districts were hoping to find other funding sources for their new full-time roles; that may still be possible in some areas, but schools with more low-income students are looking down a steep fiscal cliff. (Because they received a bigger share of federal funding compared with more affluent districts, they will feel the difference more once the extra money is gone.)

The ESSER guidelines stipulate that schools cannot carry over funding to future years (unless they apply for and receive an extension), so school districts will need to finalize plans for the remaining funds soon--or lose them entirely. But budgeting will likely be tough: After struggling to find staff during the height of the pandemic--and, in many cases, paying premiums to recruit and retain teachers--districts are scrambling to shrink their costs. Though most of them are better prepared to handle the budget shortfall today than they were a year ago, Adam explained, they still face brutal choices. Even the districts that aren't considering layoffs will have to weigh which programs are important enough to keep. Do they cut mental-health resources? Summer enrichment courses? Food pantries for low-income students? "Those became important services that students and staff relied on," Adam said, "and students may be worse off without them."

It has been a "very messy few years financially for school districts," Roza told me. Though some federal money will still be sloshing around this fall, it won't last. And we may see an even larger wave of cuts the following school year. The big question, Roza said, is whether schools are going in with clear eyes this budget season. "If we're making disruptive cuts now because we didn't plan ahead, then that's the bigger tragedy."

Related:

	America isn't ready for the school-funding crisis ahead.
 	Why America's public schools are so unequal (From 2016)




Today's News

	During Donald Trump's New York criminal trial, one of his attorneys cross-examined Michael Cohen, Trump's former lawyer, and attempted to cast doubt on Cohen's testimony.
 	The House Judiciary Committee voted to advance a contempt-of-Congress resolution against Attorney General Merrick Garland, who refused to comply with a subpoena to turn over the audio recordings of Special Counsel Robert Hur interviewing President Joe Biden.
 	The Biden administration submitted a proposal to reclassify marijuana from Schedule I to Schedule III, which would reduce some federal-level restrictions on the drug but would not legalize or decriminalize it across the country.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: "One of the thrills of reading Sylvia Plath is the abundance of versions to choose from," Sophie Gilbert writes.
 	The Weekly Planet: Hawthorns once proliferated wildly across eastern North America, but now they're dying out, Robert Langellier writes. Should they be saved?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Joanne Imperio / The Atlantic. Source: Bettmann / Getty; Disney.



The Cruel Social Experiment of Reality TV

By Sophie Gilbert

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Arthur C. Brooks: How to be your best despite the passing years
 	Conor Friedersdorf: The wrong way to fight anti-Semitism on campus
 	The best hope for electric cars could be the GOP districts where they're made.




Culture Break


Dean Rogers / Focus Features



Watch (or skip). Back to Black, the new Amy Winehouse biopic (out tomorrow in theaters) renders her life with some intelligence and painterly craft, Spencer Kornhaber writes. But it also turns "a complex human being into a generic image."

Listen. In the latest episode of Radio Atlantic, our staff writer Katherine J. Wu discusses the possible future in which male contraceptives are readily available and a routine part of men's health care.

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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No One Knows What Universities Are For

Bureaucratic bloat has siphoned power away from instructors and researchers.

by Derek Thompson




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Complex organizations need to do a lot of different jobs to appease their various stakeholders, and they need to hire people to do those jobs. But there is a value to institutional focus, and the past few months have shown just how destabilizing it is for colleges and universities to not have a clear sense of their priorities or be able to make those priorities transparent to faculty, students, donors, and the broader world. The ultimate problem isn't just that too many administrators can make college expensive. It's that too many administrative functions can make college institutionally incoherent.
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            The International Space Station is currently hosting seven crew members of Expedition 71, which began on April 6. The ISS orbits the Earth at about 17,150 miles per hour, orbiting the planet about 16 times a day. In recent months, the astronauts and cosmonauts of Expeditions 70 and 71 have taken some amazing photographs of our lovely planet as they pass overhead, and I wanted to share more of those unique views here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A night view of the Soyuz module docked with the ISS as it passes above Eastern Europe, showing many different-colored city lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Soyuz module docked with the ISS as it passes above Eastern Europe, looking west, on January 13, 2024
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                [image: The moon, seen above the Earth's atmosphere]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The dark side of the moon is illuminated by Earthshine, seen above the layers of our atmosphere, with the Pleiades star cluster seen above it in the background, in May 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of twisted and braided land, formed over many years by a meandering river]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the twisting landforms around the Paraguay River, photographed by Expedition 70 Flight Engineer Jasmin Moghbeli as the ISS orbited 263 miles above
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jasmin Moghbeli / NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A twisting line of lights marks the path of a long river in a desert area, seen from orbit at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Egypt's Nile River, seen at night on January 14, 2024
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                [image: Seen from above, clouds cover the ocean, with the peak of a small island poking up, creating a swirling gap downwind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vortices form as the wind pushes clouds past an island in the Southern Ocean on April 26, 2024.
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                [image: A night view of the streets and lights of Shanghai, seen from orbit]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A night view of Shanghai, seen on February 17, 2024
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                [image: Lake Michigan, Lake Huron, and the state of Michigan, seen from orbit]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lake Michigan (left), Lake Huron, and the state of Michigan, seen from orbit on April 26, 2024
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                [image: Greenish bands of light swirl above the Earth at night, seen from orbit.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clouds and an aurora, seen above the Southern Ocean on February 13, 2024
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                [image: Seven astronauts pose, giving thumbs-up signs while floating inside a cluttered module of the International Space Station.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Expedition 70 crew members pose for a portrait ahead of Crew-7's departure from the International Space Station on March 11, 2024. From left are Satoshi Furukawa of JAXA, Loral O'Hara and Jeanette Epps of NASA, Andreas Mogensen of ESA, and Michael Barratt, Matthew Dominick, and Jasmin Moghbeli of NASA.
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                [image: An astronaut's long hair floats above their head as they work aboard the International Space Station.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                NASA astronaut and Expedition 70 Flight Engineer Loral O'Hara wears personal protective equipment during scientific-maintenance duties aboard the International Space Station's Destiny laboratory module, photographed on February 8, 2024.
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                [image: A black-and-white ball-shaped device with two circular "eyes" floats inside the ISS.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                JAXA's free-flying robotic camera, also known as the JEM (Japanese Experiment Module) Internal Ball Camera 2, is pictured during a technology demonstration inside the Kibo laboratory module on February 27, 2024. The Internal Ball Camera 2 is being tested for its ability to autonomously maneuver and navigate aboard the International Space Station while photographing and videotaping crew activities.
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                [image: A spacecraft floats above cloud cover, seen from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Progress 85 cargo craft is seen shortly after undocking from International Space Station on February 12, 2024, as it was orbiting 260 miles above the Pacific Ocean.
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                [image: City lights and many green lights dot a coastline and just offshore, seen at night, from orbit.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The city lights of Bangkok, Thailand, and its suburbs contrast with the green lights of fishing boats on the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea, seen on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of many dark circles, irrigated fields, in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As the ISS orbited 260 miles above Egypt, center-pivot irrigation crop circles were seen in the Sahara Desert on November 19, 2023.
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                [image: A small spacecraft fires thrusters as it nears the ISS.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thrusters on the SpaceX Dragon cargo spacecraft fire automatically while adjusting the vehicle's careful approach toward the International Space Station to dock with the Harmony module's forward port on November 11, 2023.
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                [image: An orbital view of New York City as well as parts of New Jersey]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An orbital view of New York City, as well as parts of New Jersey, photographed on December 20, 2023
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                [image: An orbital view of swirling flows of many small ice chunks in the ocean]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sea-ice patterns in the northern Atlantic Ocean, seen on April 27, 2024
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                [image: A night view of the Earth and parts of the ISS]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A night view of the Earth and parts of the ISS, including the illuminated Dextre telemanipulator, or Special Purpose Dexterous Manipulator (SPDM), seen at top center on April 14, 2024
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                [image: An orbital view of a flowing glacier]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An orbital view of Viedma Glacier, in Argentina, seen on December 28, 2023
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                [image: An elevated view of many square farm fields dusted with snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wind-blown snow gathers at the edges of farm fields in the American Midwest, seen on December 13, 2023.
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                [image: A night view of the lights of many cities, including Boston and New York City]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An oblique night view of the American Northeast, looking southwest, with Boston at bottom center, New York City at center, then looking at Philadelphia and beyond, seen on January 17, 2024
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                [image: Several lightning strikes, seen in clouds, viewed from above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lightning strikes, seen in clouds above Saudi Arabia, on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: High, wispy clouds seen far above the Earth]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noctilucent clouds observed above the southern Pacific Ocean on February 10, 2024
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                [image: A night view of Beijing, seen from space]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A night view of Beijing, China, seen on January 15, 2024
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                [image: An orbital view of the moon's shadow crossing the Earth during a solar eclipse]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the moon's shadow crossing the Earth during a solar eclipse, seen over eastern Canada, on April 8, 2024
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                [image: A densely built urban area on a sharp-edged peninsula]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The city of Dakar, Senegal, on the Cap-Vert peninsula.
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                [image: An aerial view of the twisting forks of a huge reservoir filling dry canyons]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lake Powell, on the Colorado River in Utah and Arizona, seen from orbit on April 17, 2024
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                [image: City lights streak by, below the ISS, seen at night in a long-exposure shot]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A long exposure at night, as the ISS passes above parts of Russia and Europe
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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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            Surgery at a teddy-bear hospital in Germany, a performance at the Eurovision Song Contest in Sweden, coyote pups at an animal park in France, destructive flooding in Brazil and Indonesia, a fashion show in Saudi Arabia, the northern lights above England, and much more
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                [image: A woman stands waist-deep in muddy floodwater, surrounded by partially submerged houses and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wades through floodwater in an inundated residential area in Garissa, Kenya, on May 9, 2024. Kenya is grappling with one of its worst floods in recent history, the latest in a string of weather catastrophes, following weeks of extreme rainfall that scientists have linked to a changing climate. At least 257 people have been killed and more than 55,000 households have been displaced as murky waters submerged entire villages, destroyed roads, and inundated dams.
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                [image: An aerial view of hundreds of gas cylinders scattered by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows gas cylinders deposited in a flooded area in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, May 12, 2024.
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                [image: A farmer leans over to work in a flooded rice field among many terraced fields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers work in a rice field in Bijie, in southern China's Guizhou province, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of new cars are lined up in a parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph taken on May 13, 2024, shows Volvo cars waiting to be loaded onto a ship at a port in Nanjing, in eastern China's Jiangsu province.
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                [image: Beautiful colors appear in the sky as the northern lights glow above a castle on a hilltop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The aurora borealis, viewed above the island of Lindisfarne, off the northeast coast of England, on May 11, 2024. Lindisfarne Castle can be seen below.
                #
            

            
                
                
                John Finney / WENN / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An erupting volcano at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Villarrica volcano erupts, as seen at night from Pucon, Chile, on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: Multiple explosions take place along the structure of a collapsed section of a road bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Explosives are detonated to free the container ship Dali, trapped after a collision with the Francis Scott Key Bridge that caused the bridge to collapse, in Baltimore, Maryland, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: Two women pose while exhaling clouds of vapor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hayati promotional staff pose and vape during the Vaper Expo 2024 at the National Exhibition Center on May 10, 2024, in Birmingham, England.
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                [image: People take photographs of a low cloud formation that looks like a broad waterfall among mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water vapor cascades down the Gold Buddha Mountain after a rainfall, drawing large crowds of visitors, on May 13, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                [image: A model walks on an outdoor runway, their garment billowing in the wind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation during the Red Sea Fashion Week in Saudi Arabia's Red Sea resort of Ummahat Island, on May 16, 2024.
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                [image: A person sprays the face of a large golden Buddha statue with a hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers clean a Buddha statue at the Maha Vihara Mojopahit temple in Mojokerto, Indonesia, on May 15, 2024, ahead of the Vesak festival, which commemorates the birth, enlightenment, and death of Buddha.
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                [image: A dog lands in a pool after jumping after a stick.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog jumps during a dock-diving event at the 148th Annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show outside Arthur Ashe Stadium at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center on May 11, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: A close view of a whale underwater, near the surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sei whale is pictured after scientists identified the endangered species off Argentina's Patagonian coast for the first time since 1929, in the San Jorge Gulf, Chubut province, Argentina, on April 14, 2024. Photo released on May 10, 2024.
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                [image: People drive classic race cars on a beach track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Motoring enthusiasts take part in the Race the Waves classic car and motorcycle meet at the beach in Bridlington, England, on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: A drone view of a heavily damaged riverbed and bridge]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows an area affected by heavy rains, flooding, and landslides in Tanah Datar, West Sumatra province, Indonesia, on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: People walk across a temporary floating pedestrian bridge, assisted by soldiers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk on a pedestrian crossing from Arroio do Meio to Lajeado, over the Forquilha river, because the bridge over the river was destroyed by recent floods, in Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, on May 15, 2024.
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                [image: A flooded road dotted with a few boats and a truck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a flooded road in Canoas, Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, on May 13, 2024
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                [image: People search amid flood debris and the remains of a damaged amusement park ride along a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescue personnel search for missing people by a riverside amusement park following flooding along the Batang Anai River in Padang Pariaman, West Sumatra, Indonesia on May 15, 2024. Rescuers raced to find dozens of people still unaccounted for after heavy rains caused flash floods and washed volcanic debris into residential areas over the weekend, sweeping away houses and leaving 67 people dead.
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                [image: A woman stands in front of a large group of masked riot police officers. She holds a Georgian national flag and an EU flag tied together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman holds a Georgian national flag and a European Union flag in front of riot police blocking a street to prevent demonstrations during an opposition protest against "the Russian law" near the Parliament building in the center of Tbilisi, Georgia, on May 14, 2024. The Georgian Parliament on Tuesday approved a divisive bill that sparked weeks of mass protests; critics see it as a threat to democratic freedoms and the country's aspirations to join the EU.
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                [image: A person is tossed in the air by a crowd using a blanket.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young residents of the communities near Brasov, Romania, take part in a tradition that involves people being flung with a blanket, on May 10, 2024.
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                [image: People use sticks to knock down poppy plants.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Security personnel destroy a poppy field in the Argo district of Badakhshan province, Afghanistan, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A drone view of a giant girl painted onto grass in a park near brightly lit streets and buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone image shows the artwork "Bright Dreams" by the French-Swiss artist Saype, which depicts a girl holding a lighthouse pointing toward a small boat filled with migrants, in support of the humanitarian sea-rescue association SOS Mediterranee, in Irchelpark, Zurich, Switzerland, on May 12, 2024. The artwork uses biodegradable pigments made of charcoal, chalk, water, and milk proteins, and covers 4,500 square meters.
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                [image: A lamb standing on grass]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A lamb at Lundy Island in Devon, England, on May 9, 2024
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                [image: A close capture of a turtle hatchling]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Australian conservation group is celebrating the successful hatching of eggs from three of its endangered freshwater turtle species. The significant achievement is part of Aussie Ark's breeding and rewilding efforts for Australia's Manning River, Bell River, and Hunter River turtles.
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                [image: People hold several young coyote pups as they are examined.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Staff members hold coyote pups born on March 28, 2024, during their first medical examination and electronic tagging, at the Sainte-Croix animal park in Rhodes, France, on May 16, 2024.
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                [image: A reporter leans down and points a microphone toward the muzzle of a poodle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Reporters meet Sage the miniature poodle and winner of "Best in Show" during the 148th Annual Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show Champion's Lunch at Bar Boulud in New York, on May 15, 2024. (See also "Sound Bites: Dogs on the Microphone," from 2019.)
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                [image: A model poses, making a fierce face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model poses backstage ahead of the Nicol & Ford show during Australian Fashion Week Presented by Pandora 2024 at Carriageworks in Sydney, Australia, on May 15, 2024.
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                [image: A performer sings while standing on a rotating platform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Swiss singer Nemo, representing Switzerland with the song "The Code," performs during the final of the 68th Eurovision Song Contest on May 11, 2024, at the Malmo Arena in Malmo, Sweden.
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                [image: People watch a marionette performance featuring a skeleton puppet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch a marionette performance during Covent Garden's May Fayre & Puppet Festival, at Covent Garden, central London, on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: A top-down view of two adults and nine young children wearing protective medical gear, all leaning forward to attend to a teddy bear lying on a gurney.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Medical students from the University of Halle operate on a teddy bear together with children from the Weingarten day-care center in a real operating theater in a former emergency room at the University Hospital in Halle, Germany, on May 11, 2024. The Teddy Bear Hospital in Halle stands out because it uses an entire former hospital wing with several real operating theaters on the Steintor Medical Campus. The aim of the project is to playfully take away children's fear of visiting a doctor.
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                [image: People sit and stand together, holding torches, along a still pool of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At the military cemetery of Mount Hertzl in Jerusalem, Israeli scouts light torches during a Memorial Day ceremony to commemorate fallen soldiers on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: Sparks fly in the air as a missile strikes a building in Gaza.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A missile hits a building in northern Gaza, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Islamist group Hamas, as seen from Israel, on May 11, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial shot of hundreds of stacked and lined-up shipping containers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trade containers are stacked at the Qingdao Port container yard, in east China's Shandong province, on May 14, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Costfoto / Sipa USA / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Dozens of young people climb over one another, working to lift their classmate to the top of a greased obelisk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the U.S. Naval Academy's first year class wears an upperclassman hat as she and fellow plebes climb the Herndon Monument, a granite obelisk coated with a thick layer of vegetable shortening, in a ritual marking the end of their plebe year in Annapolis, Maryland, on May 15, 2024.
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                [image: About eight competitors in a beauty contest dance together in a circle onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Candidates dance onstage during the Miss Ivory Coast France beauty contest in Paris, on May 8, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/05/photos-of-the-week-dock-diving-buddha-cleaning-vapor-falls/678403/
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