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        An Island Community Displaced by Climate Change
        Alan Taylor

        The Panamanian government recently presented keys to new houses to about 300 families from Carti Sugtupu, a small and crowded Caribbean island that is threatened by rising sea levels and a lack of space. The indigenous communities on Carti Sugtupu and neighboring islands have faced increasing floods and damage from storms. Starting in 2015, the Panamanian Ministry of Housing began relocation plans, working on a new mainland settlement called Nuevo Carti--completed at a cost of more than $12 millio...

      

      
        The Slasher Movie Reaches Disturbing New Heights
        David Sims

        In a Violent Nature is a slasher film designed, as most slasher films are, to unsettle and distress. It follows a group of teenagers who unintentionally disturb a grave, awaken a monster, and then get hunted through the woods by this mute, superhuman creature. The plot is stubbornly formulaic. But its presentation is somewhat radical, to the extent that I feared I was settling in for the most terrifying movie experience of all: an empty genre exercise, one that's more interested in style than in ...

      

      
        To Have or Not Have Children
        Anna Louie Sussman

        In December 1941, Etty Hillesum, a young Jewish woman living in Amsterdam, found herself unexpectedly pregnant. Hers was not a wanted pregnancy; we know from her diaries that she had never desired children, and had even considered a hysterectomy "in a rash and pleasure-loving moment." Hillesum wanted above all to be a writer. Like many women before (and after) her, Hillesum self-managed her abortion; she mentions swallowing "twenty quinine pills" and assaulting herself with "hot water and blood-c...

      

      
        Stop Wasting Your Fridge Space
        Yasmin Tayag

        My refrigerator has a chronic real-estate problem. The issue isn't leftovers; it's condiments. Jars and bottles have filled the door and taken over the main shelves. There's so little room between the chili crisp, maple syrup, oyster sauce, gochujang, spicy mustard, several kinds of hot sauce, and numerous other condiments that I've started stacking containers. Squeezing in new items is like simultaneously playing Tetris and Jenga. And it's all because of three little words on their labels: Refri...

      

      
        Harvard's Golden Silence
        Conor Friedersdorf

        All sorts of events tempt a university to make a public statement of support or condemnation: a terrorist attack on New York City and Washington, D.C. A mass shooting at a nearby elementary school. Faculty and student enthusiasm for protest movements such as Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matter. A social reckoning like #MeToo. Thugs storming the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. In the moment, the benefits of making a statement feel as though they outweigh the costs.But the costs are real and...

      

      
        Why It's Nice to Know You
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.
My sorrow--I could not awaken
My heart to joy at the same tone--
And all I lov'd--I lov'd alone
These lines come from the American writer Edgar Allan Poe's poem "Alone," written in 1829. The poem laments his intense, painful loneliness. This isolation was perhaps self-imposed; some evidence suggests to me that Poe may have lacked interest in others. According to one obituary, Poe "had very few frie...

      

      
        Americans Are Thinking About Immigration All Wrong
        Derek Thompson

        What's the United States' most important problem? For the past three months, Americans have offered the same answer: immigration. More than inflation or political polarization, Americans are vexed by the influx of migrants. Republicans' concerns spiked after the most recent southern-border crisis. But they're not alone. In April, the number of independents who said immigration was the country's biggest problem reached a high in Gallup polling dating back to 2014.Scolding Americans for their alarm...

      

      
        Is Sasha Velour in Danger?
        Hanna Rosin

        Since Sasha Velour won RuPaul's Drag Race with her spectacular rose-petal lip sync, she has been thriving in Brooklyn with her partner, Johnny Velour, and her Italian greyhound, Vanya. She wrote and illustrated The Big Reveal: An Illustrated Manifesto of Drag, drew a New Yorker cover, and sells out almost every show of her New York revue, NightGowns. So why is she bothering to take her act down to Murfreesboro, Tennessee, and Bartlesville, Oklahoma?In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Ve...

      

      
        The Maternal-Mortality Crisis That Didn't Happen
        Jerusalem Demsas

        In 2019, the United States recorded twice as many maternal deaths as in 1999. You may have seen articles under headlines such as "More Mothers Are Dying" that frame this situation as a crisis. The notion that the U.S. has fallen behind other highly developed nations in addressing rising maternal deaths has filtered from academia into activist circles, newsrooms, social media, and everyday conversation. The general public might conclude: In America, pregnancy is getting deadlier by the year.Recent...

      

      
        A Devil's Bargain With OpenAI
        Damon Beres

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Earlier today, The Atlantic's CEO, Nicholas Thompson, announced in an internal email that the company has entered into a business partnership with OpenAI, the creator of ChatGPT. (The news was made public via a press release shortly thereafter.) Editorial content from this publication will soon be directly referenced in response to queries in OpenAI products. In practice, this means that users of ChatGPT, say...

      

      
        The Jury Deliberates, and Trump Posts
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.As we wait for the jury's verdict in Donald Trump's hush-money case, let's slow down a bit and ponder what the former president has told us over the past few days.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The real "deep state"
	RFK Jr.'s philosophy of contradictions
	"La Nina really can't co...

      

      
        RFK Jr.'s Philosophy of Contradictions
        John Hendrickson

        Robert F. Kennedy Jr. smiled, threw up a stilted wave, and made eye contact with nobody in particular. He was shuffling into Puckett's restaurant in Franklin, Tennessee, earlier this month for a plate of midday meatloaf. No advance team had peppered the room with stickers or buttons bearing his name. No one had tipped off the local media. Flanked by his press secretary and a couple of plainclothes security guards, Kennedy made his way toward a large table back near the kitchen, where he and I wer...

      

      
        The Atlantic announces product and content partnership with OpenAI
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic is announcing a strategic content and product partnership with OpenAI, which positions The Atlantic as a premium news source within OpenAI. The Atlantic's articles will be discoverable within OpenAI's products, including ChatGPT, and as a partner, The Atlantic will help to shape how news is surfaced and presented in future real-time discovery products. Queries that surface The Atlantic will include attribution and a link to read the full article on theatlantic.com.

As part of ...

      

      
        The Child-Nutrition Myth That Just Won't Die
        Lauren Silverman

        When my 2-year-old began favoring string cheese and croutons over peas and cauliflower, I tried to get creative. First, I mimicked the artsy approach to vegetables I remembered from childhood, starting with the classic ants on a log and then advancing to cucumber caterpillars and hummus monsters with carrot teeth. My toddler was only mildly amused. Next I turned to persuasion, repeating just how delicious bok choy is and how strong spinach would make her. On most days, I was lucky to get a single...

      

      
        You'll Become a Fan of These Fierce, Strange Girls
        Rowan Hisayo Buchanan

        Many sports, by nature, require you to push your body to the limit--beyond it, even. For young athletes, in particular, we've seen the consequences of equating physical pain with elite performance and self-worth, in the form of broken bodies and silent suffering. The less athletically inclined might wonder whether the costs of competitive sport are too high for its rewards. Fights to the death, judged by the turn of an emperor's thumb, were once popular entertainment. But we'd now think of them as...

      

      
        'La Nina Really Can't Come Soon Enough'
        Marina Koren

        Updated at 3:40 p.m. ET on May 29, 2024There are still a few days left, but this month is on track to be the warmest May ever documented. In fact, every month since last June has broken worldwide temperature records. The world's oceans, which were too hot last year, are still mostly too hot now. The combination of manmade global warming, an unnatural climate phenomenon, and El Nino, a natural one, has inflated temperatures around the globe over the past year; the current El Nino event, which emer...

      

      
        The Real 'Deep State'
        Franklin Foer

        On March 18, news broke that Donald Trump intended to restore the disgraced lobbyist Paul Manafort to the ranks of his campaign advisers. In any other moral universe, this would have been an unimaginable rehabilitation. Back in 2016, as revelations about Manafort's work on behalf of pro-Kremlin politicians in Ukraine began appearing in the press, even Trump considered him a figure so toxic that he forced him to resign as chair of his campaign. Two years later, Manafort was locked up in federal pr...

      

      
        A Chilling Effect of Louisiana's Abortion Law
        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.Louisiana just became the first state to reclassify abortion pills as controlled dangerous substances. The law may signal a new strategy to curb reproductive-health-care access in post-Roe America.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Amazon returns have gone to hell.
	Trump has a new pl...

      

      
        The 2024 Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling Race
        Alan Taylor

        Crowds gathered at Cooper's Hill, on a farm near Gloucester, England, once again yesterday, cheering as racers took part in the annual Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling and Wake. Continuing a tradition that dates back at least 200 years, participants chased a nine-pound wheel of Double Gloucester cheese, running in a chaotic scramble down a very steep and uneven grassy hill, with the winner taking home the cheese.This photo essay originally misspelled Abby Lampe's name.To receive an email notification...

      

      
        Trump Has a New Plan to Deal With Campus Protests
        David A. Graham

        Speaking to donors earlier this month, former President Donald Trump laid out his plan for dealing with campus protests: Just deport the protesters."One thing I do is, any student that protests, I throw them out of the country. You know, there are a lot of foreign students. As soon as they hear that, they're going to behave," the presumptive Republican nominee for president said on May 14, according to The Washington Post.The threat is classic Trump: vindictive, nonsensical, disproportionate, and...

      

      
        Is America Ready for 'Degrowth Communism'?
        Christopher Beam

        Kohei Saito knows he sounds like a madman. That's kind of the point, the Japanese philosopher told me during a recent visit to New York City. "Maybe, then, people get shocked," he said. "What's this crazy guy saying?"The crazy idea is "degrowth communism," a combination of two concepts that are contentious on their own. Degrowth holds that there will always be a correlation between economic output and carbon emissions, so the best way to fight climate change is for wealthy nations to cut back on ...

      

      
        Sweater-Eating Moths Are an Unbeatable Enemy
        Katherine J. Wu

        Every year, beginning around the end of March, my household starts planning a massacre. Our targets are our home's clothes moths: My spouse and I lay pheromone-laced traps in the closets, living room, and bedrooms; we--and our two cats--go on alert for any stray speckle of brown on a cream-colored wall. The moment we spy an insect, we'll do whatever we can to crush it. After killing dozens upon dozens, my husband and I can now snatch moths straight out of the air.None of this has been enough to eli...

      

      
        Amazon Returns Have Gone to Hell
        Ian Bogost

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Updated at 11:25 a.m. ET on May 30, 2024After ordering two packs of 11-inch, rope-woven storage cubes from Amazon.com recently, I found that the resulting cubes were, in fact, 11-by-10.5-by-10.5 inches. Alas, they weren't what I expected. I elected to return both sets.Thus began the latest of my ill-fated journeys through logistics at what strives to be "Earth's most customer-centric company." The system prom...

      

      
        No One Really Understands Clouds
        Zoe Schlanger

        In the tropics, along the band of sky near the equator, clouds and wind run the show. These are juicy clouds that aggregate and disaggregate in agglomerations and that can live a long time, as far as clouds go. In the summer, when the ocean is especially hot, they can pile up high, breeding hurricanes; at all times of year, the behavior of tropical cloud systems drives global atmospheric circulation, helping determine the weather all over the world. And still, clouds remain one of the least under...

      

      
        The Woman Who Made America Take Cookbooks Seriously
        Lily Meyer

        In the summer of 1948, a young American, a Bennington College graduate visiting Paris, lost her purse in the Jardin des Tuileries. Inside it were her passport and ticket home. Many travelers in her situation would panic. She decided it was a sign that she wasn't meant to leave France. She quit her job at Doubleday, then the biggest publisher in New York, and moved into a friend's aunt's apartment, where she launched a clandestine supper club to support herself. Perhaps she'd "open a small restaur...
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        An Island Community Displaced by Climate Change

        
            	Alan Taylor
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            The Panamanian government recently presented keys to new houses to about 300 families from Carti Sugtupu, a small and crowded Caribbean island that is threatened by rising sea levels and a lack of space. The indigenous communities on Carti Sugtupu and neighboring islands have faced increasing floods and damage from storms. Starting in 2015, the Panamanian Ministry of Housing began relocation plans, working on a new mainland settlement called Nuevo Carti--completed at a cost of more than $12 million. Residents will begin to move into their new homes next week.


To receive an email notification every time a new photo story is published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a very small island that is completely covered with houses and small buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the island Carti Sugtupu, part of the San Blas archipelago off Panama's northern Caribbean coast, seen on October 11, 2023. The indigenous communities of the small island face significant challenges amid rising sea levels. About 300 families will relocate to new homes, built by the government, on the mainland.
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                [image: A person in a pink floral shirt and a black and yellow skirt paddles a small boat near wooden docks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cecilia Henry paddles a boat along the shore of Carti Sugtupu on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: Three boys in school uniforms run down a dirt path between houses during a rainstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children run to school in the rain on Carti Sugtupu on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person with a cell phone sits on a plastic chair on a small concrete dock. A tiny island with houses on stilts is visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Evelio Lopez tries to find cell phone service on a dock on Carti Sugtupu on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: Roof tiles and debris litter a shoreline between two buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Some docks on Carti Sugtupu have been destroyed by the force of the sea, including this one, seen on October 11, 2023.
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                [image: Several people in a small boat paddle by, with a huge cruise ship visible in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cruise ship visiting the San Blas islands sits just off Carti Sugtupu on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person in a blue floral shirt and black patterned skirt walks down a dirt path between many small buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Magdalena walks down a street on Carti Sugtupu, where she owns a small food-and-drink store, on October 11, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tiny island covered in houses, with a larger land mass nearby, stretching to the horizon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Carti Sugtupu island, looking toward Panama's Caribbean coastline, photographed on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a newly built housing development set among forested hills and near a coastline]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Nuevo Carti neighborhood in Carti Port, Guna Yala Comarca, in mainland Panama, seen on May 29, 2024. Panamanian authorities were preparing to hand the keys to new homes to some 300 families from Carti Sugtupu.
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                [image: About eight people ride in a small boat with an outboard motor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents from Carti Sugtupu use a boat to reach the mainland on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of rows of dozens of small, identical new houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dozens of houses sit side-by-side in the Nuevo Carti neighborhood, seen on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people walk on a sidewalk, some carrying plastic chairs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Gunas walk, carrying some belongings, arrive at their new home in Nuevo Carti, on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks on a new basketball court, seen from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person walks on the new basketball court in the Nuevo Carti neighborhood.
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                [image: Several people wait on benches inside a large community center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Gunas rest inside the community house, awaiting the handover of their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people sit and stand, waiting outside a small house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Families wait outside their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand in a small crowd, beside a house, as one person prepares to cut a blue ribbon with scissors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Panama's President Laurentino Cortizo (second from left) stands beside Indigenous Gunas during a ceremony to hand over their new homes in Nuevo Carti, Guna Yala Comarca, on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A woman smiles and gestures beside a door as another person reaches toward them with a keychain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman celebrates while receiving the key to her new home in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Two women check their mobile devices.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Guna women check their mobile phones during a handover ceremony in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A row of similar houses, with people seated outside many of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Families sit outside their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Martin Bernetti / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An older woman sits in a chair in an open doorway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Indigenous Guna woman sits in the doorway of her new home in Nuevo Carti, on the Caribbean coast of Panama, on May 29, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The Slasher Movie Reaches Disturbing New Heights

<em>In a Violent Nature</em> might seem like a purely aesthetic exercise. But its experimentation elevates an all-too-familiar genre.

by David Sims




In a Violent Nature is a slasher film designed, as most slasher films are, to unsettle and distress. It follows a group of teenagers who unintentionally disturb a grave, awaken a monster, and then get hunted through the woods by this mute, superhuman creature. The plot is stubbornly formulaic. But its presentation is somewhat radical, to the extent that I feared I was settling in for the most terrifying movie experience of all: an empty genre exercise, one that's more interested in style than in substance.

The writer-director Chris Nash runs the risk of seeming pretentiously self-aware in his feature debut, which is in theaters this week and is worth watching if you have a high enough tolerance for gore. In a Violent Nature is a horror film about the experience of watching a horror film; it prods the audience to consider the artificiality of genre classics such as Friday the 13th, which it is consciously aping and subverting. In almost every slasher, the camera tends to stick with the victims as they navigate frightening scenarios and are picked off by a mostly unseen villain. But In a Violent Nature is told from the point of view of the silent predator as he tromps around the Ontario wilderness in search of his next quarry.

The movie essentially raises the question: What is the killer doing for most of a slasher film's running time? If you're watching a Halloween or a Friday the 13th, in which the personality-free antagonist is more a force of nature than a scheming rogue, the murderer is on-screen for only a handful of minutes. Michael Myers and Jason Voorhees are nightmarish, but they're not exactly leading men; the films they "star" in are always, by necessity, centered on the people they're chasing. Nash starts things off differently, focusing on an old abandoned locket, the sort of detail many viewers might not notice. We then see a hand snatch the locket away, and it's quickly clear that this action has disturbed a burial ground, because out of the earth pops a large, desiccated man named Johnny (played by Ry Barrett).

Read: How Wes Craven redefined horror

As in any such horror film, Johnny has plenty of overactive teenagers to stalk, and all seem to be wrapped up in the typical interpersonal dramas that define these stories. But the audience only overhears snippets of conversations, and has to guess at what flirtations or tensions might be motivating the campers to split off, go swimming, or do anything else that leaves them vulnerable. That's because the viewer stays with Johnny, the camera usually hovering above his shoulder as he lurches through the trees. His movements seem almost aimless--until he crosses another teen's path and we're treated to a scene of involved and intense maiming.

The film most recalls Gus Van Sant's meditative and upsetting 2003 film, Elephant, which presented a school shooting as an abstract visual exercise, following teenagers as they meander through hallways before the plot curdles into something deeply chilling. In Elephant, Van Sant was trying to unpack the mundanity of life, and how the routine can turn unthinkable in an instant. And although Jonathan Glazer's The Zone of Interest took a different formal approach (using static, surveillance-like cameras to track the action), that film was similarly intent on creating a banal backdrop for brutality. In a Violent Nature is not nearly so heady, and is steeped in the silliness of slashers, which is why I was worried it would be undermined by its winking nature.

But despite the film's knowing edge, it's still really scary to follow a hooded, hook-wielding butcher through the woods, anticipating whatever round of chaos he is about to unleash next. In a Violent Nature judiciously spreads out its kills, but when they arrive, they are extremely nasty, achieved with impressive practical effects and a methodical, straightforward presentation. There are no quick cuts here, no goofy ways of hiding gore from the audience: Nash wants the viewer to engage with the pure terror of what's going on just as much as he wants them to sit in the tedium of it. The result is a film as worthy as its predecessors--and one of the most unsettling examples of the genre I've seen in years.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/05/in-a-violent-nature-movie-review/678541/?utm_source=feed
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To Have or Not Have Children

A new book earnestly wrestles with what it means to bring a person into the world.<strong> </strong>

by Anna Louie Sussman




In December 1941, Etty Hillesum, a young Jewish woman living in Amsterdam, found herself unexpectedly pregnant. Hers was not a wanted pregnancy; we know from her diaries that she had never desired children, and had even considered a hysterectomy "in a rash and pleasure-loving moment." Hillesum wanted above all to be a writer. Like many women before (and after) her, Hillesum self-managed her abortion; she mentions swallowing "twenty quinine pills" and assaulting herself with "hot water and blood-curdling instruments." She left behind an account not just of her methods, but of her reasoning. "All I want is to keep someone out of this miserable world. I shall leave you in a state of unbornness, rudimentary being that you are, and you ought to be grateful to me. I almost feel a little tenderness for you," she wrote. Hillesum was aware of the dire political circumstances around her, but her rationale was entirely personal. As she explained to the entity growing within her, her "tainted family" was "riddled with hereditary disease." She swore that "no such unhappy human being would ever spring from my womb."

Eighty-three years later, the Dutch philosopher Mara van der Lugt looks to Hillesum in contemplating a central question she believes that everyone must attempt to answer for themselves: that of whether or not to have children. In her new book, Begetting: What Does It Mean to Create a Child?, van der Lugt locates in Hillesum's words no less than "the beginning of an ethics of creation," an earnest wrestling with the act of bringing a new person into the world. She argues that childbearing is too often framed as a matter of desire and capacity--wanting or not wanting children, being able or unable to have them--when it should be a moral one. Procreation, she proposes, is a "problem--a personal, ethical and philosophical problem, especially in a secular age." Perhaps, she ventures, it is "the greatest philosophical problem of our time."

Asking such a question in an era when two-thirds of the global population live in places with fertility rates below replacement level may seem counterintuitive (and to pronatalist policy makers, downright counterproductive). Clearly, many people of reproductive age have decided against parenthood, even though it is still the far more common path. (Decades after contraception was legalized for unmarried people in the U.S., more than 84 percent of women in their 40s had given birth.) But van der Lugt is less interested in the outcomes, and even in the reasons people give for having or not having children, than in the question itself. At the core of her argument are two facts: First, that a person cannot consent to being born, and second, that there is a high likelihood they will experience at least some suffering in their lifetime. As incontrovertible as these assertions are, I've rarely heard people outside of environmentalist circles talk about their hypothetical children in these terms.

These two facts, van der Lugt maintains, should be sufficient to trouble common assumptions about begetting--chief among them the notion that having children is inherently good. She wants her readers to reconsider the language people use about childbearing, which usually revolves around choice or preferences. Instead, she argues, begetting "should be seen as an act of creation, a cosmic intervention, something great, and wondrous--and terrible": Hardly something one should undertake without pausing to examine why.



In her 20s, van der Lugt looked around her peer group and saw people becoming parents without what appeared to be much consideration, sometimes, "seemingly, just for fun." One day, at a restaurant in Rotterdam, a friend she calls Sylvia tells her, "I actually believe having children is immoral." Sylvia reasons that because "life always contains some suffering"--ordinary or severe mental or physical illness, emotional pain, and all sorts of other potential harms--bringing a child into the world inevitably adds to that misery. Van der Lugt is shocked, and unconvinced by Sylvia's argument. The two begin an ongoing debate about the morality of childbearing, which is eventually joined by a third friend. These discussions spur van der Lugt to reexamine her long-held assumptions, a process that forms the basis of the book.

Read: Why are women freezing their eggs? Look to the men.

Van der Lugt draws on a wide and eclectic mix of sources as she builds her arguments. Among them: Lord Byron's Cain: A Mystery, for its explicit connection of "the problem of suffering and evil" to procreation, and Hanya Yanagihara's novel A Little Life, in which one character asserts that being a friend is enough to make a meaningful existence. Insights from popular media such as The West Wing and The Hunger Games are put in conversation with the work of philosophers including Arthur Schopenhauer, Friedrich Nietzsche, Michael Sandel, and the early ecologist Peter Wessel Zapffe.

She begins by examining the ideas of several antinatalist philosophers. Antinatalists come in many stripes, ranging from those who believe that humans threaten the well-being of nonhuman animals and the environment to some who are simply misanthropic; the most worthwhile of these arguments, van der Lugt believes, are the ones that are grounded in concern for the welfare of fellow people. She engages extensively with the controversial South African philosopher David Benatar, who wrote in his 2006 book, Better Never to Have Been: The Harm of Coming Into Existence, that "so long as a life contains even the smallest quantity of bad, coming into existence is a harm." This idea carries with it, in Benatar's view, an obligation not to procreate; the duty to avoid harm far outweighs the possibility of bestowing a benefit, especially on someone whose consent cannot be obtained. (The logical conclusion of this view is eventual human extinction.) Benatar dismisses the notion of life being good and worth living as the product of the human tendency to hold more tightly to our positive experiences than negative or painful ones. But surely, as van der Lugt counters, "we are an authority on this, the value of our own lives?"

Still, the possibility of suffering does make any act of procreation a gamble with someone else's life, irrespective of how valuable, good, or even sacred we deem our own lives, or human life in general. So how do we apply this bleak calculus to our individual choices? One's intuitive response might be "to distinguish mere possibility from probability." Most people, van der Lugt continues, likely believe, at least in the abstract, that we shouldn't create people "who will most probably lead miserable lives," such as a child with a hereditary disease that will cause them immense physical pain and an early death. But they probably wouldn't argue that we "have a duty to avoid creating people who might just possibly lead miserable lives." She is careful to note that making such a judgment on behalf of others is a dicey prospect, one reason she is unconvinced by some people's assertion that life is, on net, bad. The late disability-rights activist Harriet McBryde Johnson, for instance, asserted that the "presence or absence of a disability doesn't predict quality of life," in response to arguments like those of the philosopher Peter Singer, who has said that parents should have the option to euthanize disabled babies if they judge that their infant's life will be "so miserable as not to be worth living."

Of course, this question of possibility versus probability falls unevenly on the shoulders of different groups. "Any child you bring into existence could be assaulted, raped, tortured, or murdered," writes Benatar. "It could be sent to war. It could be kidnapped, abducted, imprisoned, or executed." Well, yes. But in a profoundly unequal society, some people are, statistically, far more likely to suffer the sorts of harms that Benatar mentions. We know that Black Americans are about five times more likely to be incarcerated in state prisons than white Americans. We know that in the U.S., women are seven times more likely to be rape victims than men. We know that the children of poor parents are far more likely to end up poor themselves.

Van der Lugt's book does not engage enough with how we might figure these realities into discussions on begetting, or what the implications of doing so would be. Although she is clear that moral debates about childbirth should be kept separate from legal or policy guidelines, we have long lived in a society that regulates birth--either through racist and classist messages about who should and shouldn't reproduce, or through legislation, such as the current broad restrictions on abortion in the United States. The Buck v. Bell decision of 1927 authorized sterilization for "imbeciles," and in 1983 the Milwaukee legislature passed a bill that made artificially inseminating welfare recipients medical malpractice. Then there's our insurance regime, in which Medicaid beneficiaries can generally get contraception but not fertility care. "Insurers pay for the poor to get birth control and for the rich to get IVF," the historian Laura Briggs has written, a system underpinned by reasoning she calls "precisely eugenic." If the logical end point of certain antinatalist arguments is that groups bearing the burden of living in an unjust society must subject their family planning to additional moral scrutiny, perhaps something is wrong with the premise.

Read: Why parents struggle so much in the world's richest country

Probability and possibility come into play again in van der Lugt's treatment of the climate crisis, which has generated ambivalence about begetting; these hesitations have been perhaps most loudly voiced by people--white, middle-class, college-educated--whose reproduction has historically been encouraged. She acknowledges that the apparent inexorability of climate change makes the possibility of suffering far more of a certainty for many more people. "If there is anything we can be certain of, it is that the world is changing, and not for the better," she writes. Yet to say that creating children is a uniquely vexed question today is to engage in what van der Lugt calls "temporal exceptionalism," because life involves pain no matter what. Even if we were to solve climate change tomorrow, she points out, the concerns raised by the antinatalists--the potential harm and horror of human life--are still on the table. "When the question of climate has been answered, the question of begetting remains," she writes.



Are there any good reasons to have children? Van der Lugt finds all of the most common ones wanting. Among the "worse reasons" she cites are "to remain 'in-step' with [one's] peers," to save a relationship, or out of fear of regret or missing out. Uncritically accepting "the Biological Narrative," as she calls "the language of biology, of hormones, of physical urges," demeans the procreative act. Giving little credence to the evolutionary drive to propagate the human species, she instead suggests that "we might do better to emphasise not the urge itself, but the ability consciously to act, or not to act, upon it." Other stock answers on the "better" end of the spectrum, such as "happiness, fulfillment, meaningfulness," are also deemed insufficient. In van der Lugt's view, expecting a child to provide those things places too great a burden on the child. Even the most obvious reason, "love" (my instinctive answer), is dismissed as logically inadequate. "Even if it is possible to experience love for a non-existent child," van der Lugt writes, "love alone cannot justify all things." After all, she notes, when it comes to existing people, mere love (or what she says is more accurately termed "longing" in the case of a child one hasn't yet met) is not an adequate reason to do anything to them without their consent.

If the question has no one simple answer, it is still, van der Lugt insists, vital to ask it, and to ask it in the correct way, using language that moves away from entitlement and desire ("having" or "wanting" children) and toward "a concept of fragility and accountability"--the idea that we are entrusted with children, responsible for them. Although many people speak of childbearing as "giving the gift of life," van der Lugt argues that this unidirectional characterization is mistaken. "If life is 'given' at all, it is given both to the parents and to the child: neither is giver, but to both it is bestowed," she writes.

Thus, perhaps, one possible approach to begetting is to begin with humility, combined with a deep appreciation for the fragility of existence. Van der Lugt's model for this stance is once again Etty Hillesum. Writing in the Nazi transit camp of Westerbork, where she remained for several months before boarding a train to Poland, where she and her family were killed, Hillesum insists that "life is glorious and magnificent," even as she bears witness to the misery around her. Her searching examination of her own existence left her full of gratitude, yet still did not compel her to give life to someone else, for how could she insist, or predict, that that person might face the adversity she experienced with the same extraordinary grace. As van der Lugt writes, "The principle of gratitude and acceptance, according to which life is worth living 'despite everything,' is one that she applies firmly to herself, but only hesitatingly to others."

Those who do choose to beget might also adopt this same humility. Bidding someone forth, conjuring a new person from a couple of cells, is an act of tremendous magnitude, one whose meaning is perhaps too great and abstract to grasp or articulate with any precision. Before undertaking it, we should commit to the same unsparing self-examination. This, in the end, is van der Lugt's request of us: to pose the question of begetting to ourselves, and to answer it for only ourselves.
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Stop Wasting Your Fridge Space

Food storage is way more confusing than it ought to be.

by Yasmin Tayag




My refrigerator has a chronic real-estate problem. The issue isn't leftovers; it's condiments. Jars and bottles have filled the door and taken over the main shelves. There's so little room between the chili crisp, maple syrup, oyster sauce, gochujang, spicy mustard, several kinds of hot sauce, and numerous other condiments that I've started stacking containers. Squeezing in new items is like simultaneously playing Tetris and Jenga. And it's all because of three little words on their labels: Refrigerate after opening.



But a lot of the time, these instructions seem confusing, if not just unnecessary. Pickles are usually kept cold after opening, but the whole point of pickling is preservation. The same is true of fermented things, such as sauerkraut, kimchi, and certain hot sauces. Ketchup bottles are a fixture of diner counters, and vessels of chili oil and soy sauce sit out on the tables at Chinese restaurants. So why must they take up valuable fridge space at home?



Meanwhile, foods languish in the pantry when they would do better in the fridge. Nuts develop an off-taste after a few months; spices fade to dust in roughly the same time span. Recently, a bag of flaxseed I'd bought just a few weeks earlier went rancid and began to smell like paint thinner. A lot of commonly unrefrigerated foods could benefit from cold storage, Kasiviswanathan Muthukumarappan, a refrigeration expert at South Dakota State University, told me. Yet maddeningly, they aren't labeled as such, whereas many shelf-stable foods are refrigerated by default. The conventions of food storage are full of inconsistencies, wasting not only precious refrigerator space but sometimes also food itself.



Judging by a trip to the grocery store, there are two kinds of foods: fridge foods and pantry foods. Pasta and granola bars, for example, are kept at room temperature, whereas fresh foods such as meat, dairy, and produce are kept cold. These types of highly perishable items are defined by the FDA as "temperature control for safety" foods, and keeping them below 40 degrees Fahrenheit slows the growth of many harmful microbes, which can cause food poisoning. Outside the fridge, pathogenic microbes grow rapidly: According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, these foods shouldn't be left unrefrigerated for even just two hours.



But the binary--fridge foods and pantry foods--is too simplistic. Many condiments, for example, exist in a murky middle ground. Some mustards can sit out on a counter, whereas others are prone to mold, Karen Schaich, a food-science professor at Rutgers University, told me. Relishes, which are usually chopped pickled vegetables or fruits, can also develop mold or yeast fermentation if not refrigerated. In part, it comes down to their sugar content: Microbes don't thrive in acidic conditions, but they generally do like some sugar. A broad rule of thumb is that "extremely tart or sour" condiments are usually safe to leave on the counter, as long as they aren't also sweet, Schaich said.



Proper food storage just can't be boiled down to a single question--to chill or not to chill?--because the effects of refrigeration are twofold. Beyond safety, the fridge helps maintain a food's flavor. It does this in part by slowing the growth of spoilage microbes, which usually aren't harmful but produce revolting flavors and odors. The fridge also slows natural processes that degrade quality. Once safety is controlled for, "chemistry takes over," Schaich said, referring to reactions that cause food to develop weird or gross flavors over months or even years.



The big one is oxidation, which is responsible for many foul odors, tastes, and textures in food, such as stale Cheerios and oil that smells like Play-Doh. It's caused by exposure to oxygen and accelerated by factors including time, moisture, bacteria, light, and, crucially, heat. Refrigeration keeps food tasting fresh by controlling for the latter. That's why products such as Heinz ketchup and Kikkoman soy sauce have labels saying they should be stored in the fridge: not for safety, but for flavor. Put them in your pantry, and they're unlikely to make you sick.



When it comes to maintaining flavor, one molecule is more consequential than others. "It's the fat that matters," Muthukumarappan said. Fatty foods--certain nuts such as pecans and walnuts, some kinds of oil--oxidize and go rancid, usually developing sour or bitter flavors and, sometimes, the tangy smell of metal or the waxy one of crayons. It makes sense to refrigerate peanut butter, and nuts in general, Muthukumarappan said. Better yet, store them in the freezer if you plan on keeping them for years. Grains are likewise vulnerable to rancidity: Hemp seeds have a high oil content and can oxidize within months, and so can some types of flour, Schaich said--in particular, whole-grain flours such as rye and spelt. Storing them in the refrigerator is better than in the cupboard, she said, but vacuum-sealing them to remove oxygen, then putting them in the freezer, is best for long-term storage.



There are other reasons you might want to put things in the refrigerator. Spices don't usually become rancid, but their potency fades. A milk-carton-size container of smoked paprika I ordered about a year ago is now basically red sawdust. Old cumin smells dull, like pencil shavings. The flavor and pungency of spices comes from volatile oils, which too are vulnerable to oxidation. Staleness, Muthukumarappan told me, is usually caused by repeated exposure to the air--as in, regularly opening and closing a spice jar. Keeping spices near heat and light can accelerate the process. The freezer is useful if you plan to store spices long term, provided that they're kept in airtight containers. But if they're going to be used frequently, it's best for them to stay at room temperature. Keeping them cold risks condensation forming every time the container is opened, potentially leading to clumps, off-flavors, or even microbial growth, Luke LaBorde, a food-science professor at Penn State, told me.



In all my years of cooking, I can't remember seeing a ketchup bottle that said it was okay to store at room temperature, just as I've never come across a spice jar that was meant to be kept in the freezer. Storage instructions on foods, or lack thereof, manifest a different reality, one where proper storage techniques aren't general knowledge but insider information: There probably won't be any refrigeration instructions on a bag of pine nuts, but if you know, you know. Expecting every product to have detailed instructions is unrealistic. A simpler storage system, if a more space-intensive one, might be to keep everything cold by default. That way, at least most foods would be safer, and presumably stay fresher. When I asked Muthukumarappan whether any foods would taste better if stored at room temperature, he said he couldn't think of any. Yet there is still lively debate over whether tomatoes, bread, eggs, butter, and olive oil taste best at room temperature.



The fridge-pantry dichotomy will never fully encompass the murky science of food safety, and the experts don't always agree. Even the rules for produce aren't totally clear-cut: All sliced fruit, but not all whole fruit, should be kept cold--especially sliced melons. Unlike most fruits, melons aren't very acidic, making them more hospitable to pathogenic microbes, LaBorde said. Garlic is safe for several months when kept at room temperature, but homemade garlic-in-oil carries the risk of botulism unless refrigerated.



There's only one way to reclaim our fridge space and avoid rancid nuts, stale oats, and moldy jellies: thinking beyond the fridge-pantry binary. In particular, factor in how long and where you intend on storing food. It's not always easy: Buy in bulk from Costco, where you can get a five-pound bag of walnuts and a gallon of mayonnaise, and food can easily linger--or be forgotten--in a humid pantry for months, even years. Still, if a bottle of ketchup is going to get used up in a week of summer barbecues, you can let it hang out on the counter. Went nuts when the walnuts went on sale? Freeze some for future you.

The science of food storage was widely known several generations ago because it was taught in American schools, Schaich told me. Now we're on our own. Although we're unlikely to ever grasp all of its complexities, understanding it just a little more has some advantages. Disregarding the recommendation to refrigerate an open jar of capers gave me a frisson of excitement--not just because it felt like breaking an imperfect rule, but because of the space it opened up in my fridge.
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Harvard's Golden Silence

The university will no longer make statements about political matters. Other schools should follow suit.

by Conor Friedersdorf




All sorts of events tempt a university to make a public statement of support or condemnation: a terrorist attack on New York City and Washington, D.C. A mass shooting at a nearby elementary school. Faculty and student enthusiasm for protest movements such as Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matter. A social reckoning like #MeToo. Thugs storming the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. In the moment, the benefits of making a statement feel as though they outweigh the costs.

But the costs are real and cumulative, as Harvard has learned in the seven months since Hamas's October 7 attack on Israel. Alumni and students on both sides of the Gaza conflict have called on the school to condemn the atrocities of their enemies, or sympathize with their pain, or affirm their political positions, values, sentiments, or sense of morality. It could not please everyone, and its president, Claudine Gay, had to step down under pressure.

In a report released on Tuesday, Harvard has come to the wise conclusion that the institution should stop issuing "official statements about public matters that do not directly affect the university's core function."

Robert P. George: Universities should not be ideological churches

It will be interesting to see whether Harvard's leaders can heed that advice and resist making statements through Election Day. Until then, other institutions would be wise to follow Harvard's example and adopt their own policy of institutional neutrality. Universities have never possessed moral clarity. Knowledge creation requires rewarding dissent and epistemic modesty, qualities that are incompatible with institutional solidarity or real-time judgments about who is on "the right side of history."

Institutional neutrality is most closely associated with the University of Chicago, where the Kalven report was adopted in 1967. It notes that "the instrument of dissent and criticism is the individual faculty member or the individual student," not the head administrator or any entity that purports to express any collective view. "The university is the home and sponsor of critics; it is not itself the critic," the report states.

Harvard's new report follows a similar rationale. It says, "The integrity and credibility of the institution are compromised when the university speaks officially on matters outside its institutional area of expertise." Its leaders, after all, are hired for "skill in leading an institution," not "expertise in public affairs." And when university leaders habitually release statements, they face pressure from competing sides of nearly every issue, distracting "from the university's essential purpose."

It also notes that choosing a side "can undermine the inclusivity of the university community. It may make it more difficult for some members of the community to express their views when they differ from the university's official position." The report advises against even statements of empathy pertaining to wars, natural disasters, and persecution, because "the university runs the risk of appearing to care more about some places and events than others" and "runs the risk of alienating some members of the community by expressing implicit solidarity with others." And "anodyne official statements may cause further distress to the very groups they are meant to comfort."

Conor Friedersdorf: The wrong way to fight anti-Semitism on campus

The report closes by advising that when pressure builds to make an official statement, Harvard should refer to its new policy and clarify the reason for its silence: "the belief that the purpose of the university is best served by speaking only on matters directly relevant to its function and not by issuing declarations on other matters, however important."

As university leaders pronounce less, faculty and students should feel more free to step up and speak up, not on behalf of any collective, but as individuals who prefer constructive discourse to groupthink. For those who crave pronouncements from the top, there is still religion.
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Why It's Nice to Know You

Being understood yourself starts with taking the trouble to understand others.

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.

My sorrow--I could not awaken
 My heart to joy at the same tone--
 And all I lov'd--I lov'd alone


These lines come from the American writer Edgar Allan Poe's poem "Alone," written in 1829. The poem laments his intense, painful loneliness. This isolation was perhaps self-imposed; some evidence suggests to me that Poe may have lacked interest in others. According to one obituary, Poe "had very few friends, and he was the friend of very few--if any." It's not that no one was interested in him; it's that he wasn't interested in them, which made impossible the friendship that he--like all people--would have needed.

Do you feel a longing to be known that is not being met? If so, then--in that, at least--you are not alone. According to a survey conducted by the health services company Cigna and the market-research company Ipsos in 2018, more than half of U.S. adults said they always or sometimes felt that "no one knows them well." If this includes you, you may be suffering from what we could call Poe syndrome, in which your inattention to others is at the root of the problem.

Daniel Engber: Edgar Allan Poe's other obsession

A great deal of research has demonstrated that feeling known by others brings higher well-being. For example, one study in 2008 showed that when measuring life satisfaction on a one-to-seven scale, simply feeling "more understood" on a given day pushed up satisfaction by nearly half a point. The scholars also noticed significant gender differences: For instance, when women felt misunderstood, their life satisfaction fell by about three times more than men's.

Neuroscientists have explored the effects of being known and understood. Using fMRI technology, they have found that feeling understood activates pleasure centers in the brain, such as the ventral striatum, while feeling misunderstood stimulates pain centers, such as the anterior insula. This finding makes evolutionary sense, insofar as we tend to succeed better in close communities when others know and understand us, and we are more under threat of rejection when we don't have that understanding from others. So, even in modern times, when no one knows you well, or your partner seems not to understand you, your brain may send out an alarm that corresponds to the ancient warning that you might soon be wandering the savannah alone.

We tend to thrive more by being known than we do by knowing others. For example, scholars found that knowledge of one's spouse improved adjustment to marriage, enhanced intimacy, and increased trust. However, being known by your spouse improved all three measures of marital happiness by about twice as much. Interestingly, research shows that for straight men and women, knowing that their partner is trying to understand them is even more important than that they actually succeed in doing so. And this perspective is more strongly tied to relationship satisfaction for women.

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

The asymmetry between wanting to know others and being known by them presents an inherent problem, because relationships require reciprocity: If I don't do the work to know you deeply, a relationship doesn't form in which you will know me. This vicious cycle--Poe syndrome again--is made much worse when you are lonely to begin with; researchers have demonstrated that loneliness can lead to self-centeredness. In other words, if no one knows you well and you are thus lonely, that may make you more self-focused and less interested in others, making it much less likely for others to want to get to know you well.

To begin to be truly known by others involves breaking out of Poe syndrome by proactively knowing them. This is one of the great secrets of socially successful people, such as politicians. For example, former President Bill Clinton was famous for making whomever he was talking to feel completely seen and understood. As one observer put it, "He has the ability to connect with an audience and then turn around and make the person who was helping with the slideshow feel like they're the most important person there."

This trait does not come naturally to many of us, though, as the author David Brooks (who is a friend but no relation) notes in his recent book, How to Know a Person. He observes that a lot of people are "Diminishers," self-involved to the point that others feel small and unseen. Such Diminishers do this by speaking primarily about themselves--something that, studies show, most people do often--and by failing to ask questions. Brooks contrasts Diminishers with "Illuminators," who are persistently curious about others, ask questions, and listen to the answers.

Being curious about others and asking genuine questions have strongly positive effects. For example, as my Harvard colleague Alison Wood Brooks (also no relation--I'm not doing this on purpose) and her co-authors have shown, asking a lot of questions (as opposed to just a few) on a first date will make you 9 percent more likable. If you also ask follow-up questions--which demonstrate even deeper interest in the other person--the odds that you'll get a second date improve.

Listen: How to know your neighbors

Follow-up questions demand actively listening to the other person, a practice essential to knowing them. In other words, you must pay attention to what they tell you, with an intent to learn from it. That contrasts with how we often listen during conversations, especially in academic settings: We're waiting to talk. Real listening also requires being truly present and mindful when you are engaged with the other person--offering the gift of your whole self, undistracted by other matters or, God forbid, your devices. Research suggests that this combination of active listening and mindfulness is central to relationship quality.

So avoiding Poe syndrome in your life is remarkably simple. When you talk with others, remember this string of actions: Focus completely on the person, ask plenty of genuine questions about their life, listen carefully to their answers, ask thoughtful follow-up questions, and leave your phone in your pocket for the entire conversation. By showing genuine curiosity about a person in this way, you might get a second date, repair a frayed marriage, or start a good friendship. You will also be on your way to being truly known yourself--which is what your heart most desires.

Read: What your favorite personality test says about you

And who knows what other benefits this ethic of knowing and being known might bring you? For me, the answer is this column. "How to Build a Life" is based each week not on bright ideas that spontaneously pop into my head but on conversations I have with real people I meet--at my university, on an airplane, or anywhere else a conversation strikes up.

I ask people a lot of questions about their life and their happiness. Invariably, what they tell me only brings up more things I want answers to--an appetite I try to satisfy by going off to read a lot of research and writing about it all here. I'll never be a creative genius like Edgar Allan Poe, but knowing others works for me, and I'm a happier person to boot.
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Americans Are Thinking About Immigration All Wrong

Population growth, economic growth, and income growth can be mutually reinforcing.

by Derek Thompson




What's the United States' most important problem? For the past three months, Americans have offered the same answer: immigration. More than inflation or political polarization, Americans are vexed by the influx of migrants. Republicans' concerns spiked after the most recent southern-border crisis. But they're not alone. In April, the number of independents who said immigration was the country's biggest problem reached a high in Gallup polling dating back to 2014.

Scolding Americans for their alarm is pointless. The state of U.S. immigration policy is objectively chaotic. When Joe Biden became president, he rolled back some Trump-era restrictions, at the same time that migrants began to take greater advantage of loopholes in asylum law to stay in the country longer. Meanwhile, a sharp rise in crime in parts of Central and South America, combined with the strong U.S. economy, created the conditions for migration to surge. In 2022, illegal crossings hit a record high of 2.2 million. As asylum seekers made their way north, cities struggled to house them. In New York City, so many hotel rooms are taken up by migrants that it has created a historic shortage of tourist lodging.

In a perfect world, the brokenness of America's immigration system would inspire Congress to swiftly pass new legislation convincing voters that the U.S. controls whom we let in and keep out of the country. The basic contours of this grand bargain have been fairly clear for decades. In exchange for expanded opportunities for legal immigration--more visas, more green cards, and targeted policies to increase immigration in technology and science--liberals would agree to stricter enforcement and control at the border. But major immigration reform is stuck. Changing the law requires Congress, and in the latest example of feckless delay, Donald Trump has instructed congressional Republicans to sandbag negotiations with the White House, to avoid giving the Biden administration an election-year win. What we're left with is the perception of immigration chaos, anger about the chaos, and dithering in the face of it.

If American politicians are ever going to think about immigration policy through the lens of long-term opportunity planning rather than immediate crisis response, they first need to convince the American people that those long-term opportunities exist. This case is actually easy to make. Cheaper and more plentiful houses, higher average wages, more jobs, more innovation, more scientific breakthroughs in medicine, and more state government revenue without higher taxes--all while sticking it to our geopolitical adversary, China--require more immigration. Across economics, national security, fiscal sustainability, and geopolitical power, immigration is the opposite of America's worst problem. It holds clear solutions to America's most pressing issues.

Immigration has for decades, even centuries, created a temporal paradox in American discourse: pride in the country's history of immigration coming up against fears of its present and future. Benjamin Franklin, whose father was born in England, complained that migration from Central Europe would swarm the young nation's Anglican culture with undue German influence. In the late 1800s, a more Germanic nation feared the influence of incoming Italians. A century later, a nation that had fully embraced Italian Americans bemoaned the influence of incoming Mexicans.

Ari Berman: The conservative who turned white anxiety into a movement

Although this brisk history of nativism might seem to make light of today's anti-immigrant sentiment, ignoring the fears that people have about a sudden influx of migrants is counterproductive. The border crisis is not just a news-media illusion, or a platform for empty grandstanding. It really has endangered thousands of migrants and drained city and state resources, causing a liberal backlash even in deep-blue places. Last September, New York City Mayor Eric Adams predicted that the migrant crisis would "destroy New York." As tens of thousands of migrants moved into Chicago, the city spent hundreds of millions of dollars to provide them with housing and education, building resentment among Black residents. What's more, papering over anxieties about competition from foreign-born workers is not helpful. The Harvard economist Gordon Hanson asked me to think about the experience of a barber in an American city. If immigrants moving into his area open barber shops, they might reduce his ability to retain customers, raise prices, or make rent. The logic of fear is understandable: More competition within a given industry means less income for its incumbents.

Many Americans--and, really, many residents of every other nation--think about immigration through this lens of scarcity. If the economy includes a fixed number of jobs, then more foreign-born workers means less work left for Americans. If America contains a fixed number of houses, more immigrants means less space for Americans to live.

But the truth is that no nation comprises a fixed amount of work or income. Population growth, economic growth, and income growth can be mutually reinforcing. "At the national level, immigration benefits from a more-is-more principle," Hanson told me. "More people, and more density of people, leads to good things happening, like more specialization of labor."

Specialization of labor might sound drab and technical. But it's a key part of why immigration can help even low-income workers earn more money over time. Last month, the economists Alessandro Caiumi and Giovanni Peri published a new paper concluding that, from 2000 to 2019, immigration had a "positive and significant effect" on wage growth for less educated native workers. The key mechanism, they found, is that, over time, immigrants and natives specialize in different jobs that complement one another. As low-education immigrants cluster in fields such as construction, machine operation, and home-health-aid work, native-born workers upgrade to white-collar jobs with higher pay. To take the example of the American barber, let's imagine that his son decides to go to a trade school or college to increase his skills in response to intense competition for barbers. He might be better off, making a higher wage than he would have had he remained in the profession. Although such specialization can be difficult for some people who switch out of their parents' fields, it can lead to a more dynamic economy with higher wages for all.

For the past few years, I have been thinking and writing about an abundance agenda to identify win-win policies for Americans in housing, energy, health care, and beyond. Immigration is an essential ingredient in this agenda. The U.S. must contend with a national housing shortage that has contributed to record-high living costs and bone-dry inventory in some major metros. This is a story not merely about overregulation, zoning laws, and permitting requirements, but also about labor supply. The construction industry is short several hundred thousand jobs. In the largest states--such as California, Texas, and New York--two in five construction workers are foreign-born, according to estimates by the National Association of Home Builders. "The biggest challenge that the construction industry is facing [is] that people don't want their babies to grow up to be construction workers," Brian Turmail, the vice president of public affairs at the Associated General Contractors of America, has said. If Americans want more houses, we might very well need more foreign-born workers to build them. Achieving clean-energy abundance requires immigrants too. One in six solar and photovoltaic installers is an immigrant, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and "23 percent of all green job workers are foreign born," according to a report by the Mercatus Center at George Mason University.



The debate over low-skill immigration and its effect on the economy can get a bit technical, if you're an economist, and emotional, if you're an anxious native worker. But even if Republicans and Democrats can't agree on the complex macroeconomics of letting less educated migrants enter the U.S. in higher numbers, we cannot let that disagreement hold hostage the obvious benefits of expanding our recruitment of foreign-born talents into the U.S.

Immigration-as-recruitment is a particularly useful framework as the U.S. embraces a new kind of industrial policy to build more chips and clean-energy tech domestically. As The Wall Street Journal's Greg Ip wrote, America's new economic strategy has three parts. The first is subsidies to build products in the U.S. that are crucial to our national security and energy independence, such as advanced semiconductor chips and electric vehicles. The second part is tariffs on cheap Chinese imports in these sectors. The third is explicit restrictions on Chinese technology that could be used to surveil or influence U.S. companies and people, such as Trump-era laws against Huawei equipment and the Biden-era law to force the sale of TikTok.

But this newly fashioned stool is missing an essential leg. If the U.S. is going to become more strategically selfish about protecting key industries such as computer-chip manufacturing from foreign competition, we need to revamp our high-skill-immigration policy too. In fact, the new American economic paradigm doesn't make any sense otherwise. As a rich country, the U.S. will be at a disadvantage in semiconductor manufacturing because of our higher labor costs. If we can't win on costs, we have to win on brains. That means staffing our semiconductor factories with the world's most talented workers.

Jack Herrera: Is Texas about to turn Latinos into single-issue voters?

Semiconductor manufacturing requires a highly specialized workforce that is distributed around the world and concentrated in Asia. A large share of workers in advanced-chip manufacturing live in India and China. But green-card caps limit their ability to move to the U.S. As a result, we're at risk of spending tens of billions of dollars on factories and products without a plan to staff them. "The talent shortage is the most critical issue confronting the semiconductor industry today," Ajit Manocha, the president of the industry association for semiconductor equipment and materials manufacturers, said in 2022. This is a fixable problem. The Economic Innovation Group, a centrist think tank, has proposed a "Chipmaker's Visa" that would annually authorize an accelerated path to a green card for 10,000 immigrants with specialized skills in semiconductor manufacturing.

What's true for chipmaking is also true for AI development. According to the Federation of American Scientists, more "top-tier" AI researchers are born in China than in any other country in the world. But two-thirds of these elite researchers work in the U.S. The number could probably be even higher if the U.S. had a smarter, future-looking immigration policy regime. The administration has already taken small steps forward. In October, Biden issued an executive order that asked existing authorities to streamline visa criteria for immigrants with expertise in AI. More could be done with congressional help.

If the U.S. is in the early stages of a new cold war with the authoritarian axis of China, Russia, and Iran, we can't logically pursue an industrial policy without an equally purposeful immigration policy. Immigration policy is industrial policy, because immigrants have for decades been a linchpin in our technological growth. As Jeremy Neufeld, a fellow at the Institute for Progress, has written, 30 percent of U.S. patents, almost 40 percent of U.S. Nobel Prizes in science, and more than 50 percent of billion-dollar U.S. start-ups belong to immigrants. And yet, we've allowed waiting times for green cards to grow, while the number of applicants stuck in immigration backlogs has gotten so large that some talented immigrants have stopped waiting and left the U.S. entirely. This is madness. Failing to solve the immigration-recruitment kludge as we spend hundreds of billions of dollars on technology subsidies is about as strategic as training to run a marathon while subsisting on a diet of donuts. When it comes to high-skill-immigration policy, we are getting in our own way.

Immigration is central to America's national security, industrial policy, abundance agenda, affordability crisis, and technological dominance. Without a higher number of foreign-born workers, the U.S. will have less of everything that makes us materially prosperous. But none of these advantages should distract immigration proponents from the fact that failure to secure the border is a gift to immigration restrictionists. Border chaos is horrendous branding for the pro-immigration cause.

"Immigration is too important to be chaotic," Hanson, the economist, told me. "Chaos leads to short-term policy fixes. But you don't want a 10-month immigration policy for the U.S. You want a 100-year immigration policy."

Taking that 100-year view leads to perhaps the most powerful case for expanding immigration. The Lancet recently published an analysis of global population trends through the end of the 21st century. By 2064, the worldwide human population will peak, researchers projected, at which point almost every rich country will have been shrinking for decades. Fertility is already below replacement level in almost every rich industrialized country in the world. In Japan and South Korea, there are already fewer working-age adults with every passing year. China's birth rate has fallen by 50 percent in just the past decade. Within a few years, immigration will be the only dependable lever of population growth for every rich industrialized nation.

The U.S. faces a stark choice. Politicians can squander the fact that the U.S. is the world's most popular destination for people on the move. They can frame immigration as a persistent threat to U.S. national security, U.S. workers, and the solidity of U.S. culture. Or they can take the century-long view and recognize that America's national security, the growth of the U.S. labor force, and the project of American greatness all depend on a plan to demonstrate enough control over the border that we can continue to expand immigration without incurring the wrath of restrictionists.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/05/america-needs-philosophical-reboot-immigration-policy/678535/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Is Sasha Velour in Danger?

What happens when a famous drag queen travels to states that have tried to ban drag?

by Hanna Rosin




Since Sasha Velour won RuPaul's Drag Race with her spectacular rose-petal lip sync, she has been thriving in Brooklyn with her partner, Johnny Velour, and her Italian greyhound, Vanya. She wrote and illustrated The Big Reveal: An Illustrated Manifesto of Drag, drew a New Yorker cover, and sells out almost every show of her New York revue, NightGowns. So why is she bothering to take her act down to Murfreesboro, Tennessee, and Bartlesville, Oklahoma?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Velour about this season of her HBO reality show, We're Here. In structure, the show works more or less like Queer Eye. Velour and a duo of queens travel to a small town to meet with locals who need their help. But the mood is less fairy dust and glitter and more dirt and danger. People yell "faggot" at them from cars and tell them they are sinners. One man compares them to Jeffrey Dahmer. When they coax the locals to be open and proud, it feels both redemptive and dangerous. (What will happen to these people after the cameras leave?)

We're in a moment when drag is both beloved and reviled, a powerful cultural force and also a target. Velour, an amateur historian of drag, has seen this moment before. We talk about what she's looking for in Murfreesboro, and she reveals the essential truth about drag, hidden in the show's title.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

I've watched RuPaul's Drag Race since the beginning, when the set looked like cable-access TV and the queens' costumes were very homespun. I still watch now, nearly 15 years later, and some of the costumes cost tens of thousands of dollars because they're either made by famous designers or they are covered in Swarovski crystals.

The point is: I have this lazy impression that drag has made it not just to the mainstream, but to the cultural center. But actually, there's this whole other universe in this country where that is definitely not true.

News montage: Tennessee Governor Bill Lee has just signed a bill that would restrict drag performances ... Drag performances out in the open, like this one at National Pride last year, will now be illegal in Tennessee ... It says, "It is an offense for a person to engage in an adult cabaret performance" ... It's the first state where this bill has now been signed and become law. It will be going into effect the 1st of April.


Rosin: That law was eventually struck down by a federal judge. But dozens of other states are introducing different varieties of laws that effectively ban drag.

So when I saw that Sasha Velour, who happens to be my favorite RuPaul winner--she won Season 9 with the most spectacular lip sync. Anyway, when I saw that Sasha and other former contestants were putting on a drag show for HBO in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, I thought, What are they doing there?

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Sasha Velour: In order to make a difference, it feels like we really have to stay, so one drag show is not enough.
 Priyanka: Do you like drag queens?
 Woman: No, not really.
 Priyanka: No, not your thing?
 Woman: Not my thing.
 Priyanka: That's totally fine.
 Priyanka: Do you know what drag queens are?
 Woman: Yes, I do.
 Velour: Would you come to a drag show if we did one in town? Oh.
 Woman: I'm sorry. Yeah, I parked down here.


[Music]

Rosin: Sasha Velour is an author, a cartoonist, a theater director, a scholar. And she's also one of the co-hosts of We're Here, which is now in its fourth season.

On the show, Sasha and her crew recruit and mentor local residents--who they refer to as their "drag daughters"--and they put on a drag show for the town. But this season feels very different because of what's happening on the ground in places like Murfreesboro.

Velour: The slower you say it, the harder it is to say the name of the town. Murfreesboro. (Laughs.)


Rosin: A town where officials denied Pride permits after they determined that a past drag show constituted "illegal sexualization of kids."

Velour: Yeah, it did not feel fun walking around the streets of Murfreesboro. It wasn't fun until we connected with other queer people who lived there. But because the sense in the town--it was very, We do not want any visibility for queer people. So there we were with our bright outfits in and out of drag, waving rainbow flags, which is, you know, not something I actually really do in my real life, but--
 Rosin: In Brooklyn, you don't need to wave your rainbow flag?
 Velour: No, no. I don't know if I even own a rainbow flag, truth be told.
 Rosin: (Laughs.)


Rosin: During the show, there are makeovers, there are tears, there are many things that are fabulous and iconic. But this season the reality show is giving a lot more reality.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 [Shouting]
 Velour: Yes! Back at ya, gal.
 Man: Faggot!
 Velour: Oh.
 Priyanka: Did he just say "fag"?
 Velour: He did say "fag." Thank you. I love that word.
 Velour: The fact that, within 24 hours of being in Tennessee, we are called faggots, feels like a warning, like a reminder to stay in your place. They don't want you there. They don't want to see you.


Rosin: I know, intellectually, that you have cameramen there, and that you guys are protected, but the situations you are putting yourselves in are not--I mean, they seem fraught, genuinely fraught.

Velour: They were genuinely fraught. And there's, of course, a moment when filming is wrapped that you're like, Oh, I'm just here alone in a car by myself now. And, of course, we have many resources. And a privilege came with that--that the people we were talking to, the stories we were hearing, they don't have a team of 10 people checking in on them.

Rosin: Right.

Velour: That would make it easier to be bolder. And so that's why we felt we really had to be.

Rosin: Right, right. Okay. Now, when I watch shows like this, you know, you have fabulous queer people show up at a town and spread fairy dust--that's a kind of show. That's maybe the structure of the show, but the feeling of it, especially this season, is like watching a documentary.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Teen: I think the common argument is that, you know, We just want people to accept us for who we truly are. But I do accept you for who you are. You want me to accept you for your fairytale fantasy betrayal of yourself.
 Velour: Do you believe that people are gay?
 Teen: No. I do not believe that people are born gay.


Rosin: There's someone who just yells in your face, You're a man dressed as a woman, compares you to Jeffrey Dahmer.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Man: What she meant to say is she believes that people can choose to be gay. But we do not believe that Jeffrey Dahmer was born a murderer.
 Velour: Totally unrelated.
 Man: No. Morality is a choice.
 Velour: There's nothing immoral about loving someone.


Rosin: Why court this kind of conflict?

Velour: I don't know that that particular voice needs to be platformed or shown. I think there was some hope that maybe, in conversation, there would be a give-and-take of questioning. But it really did just become us asking questions of these people, trying to unpack where they get the information for these lies and these myths about queer people, where they got this information for these lies and myths about straight people and cisgender people, too, because it was all so narrow, and claiming science defends their point of view when I think it's actually just the opposite, in reality.

Rosin: Yeah.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Man: God created a man with a penis. God created woman with a vagina.
 Velour: I don't agree that that's the truth.
 Man: That's okay. You don't have to follow science.
 Velour: No, the science says that there's a lot of variety in terms of chromosomal gender and in terms of genitals, as well.
 Man: Well, there's XX and XY. Now, there are hermaphrodites, but all hermaphrodites are actually dominant male or female. There's nobody that can procreate that can make a woman pregnant and get pregnant.
 Velour: There's a lot of people who are not fertile.
 Man: That's true. That's absolutely true.
 Velour: Are they not men or women?
 Man: Well--


Rosin: That was the reality, I mean, especially because there was a child there and a father there. And I thought it was--again, it has a documentary feel, like you're walking into a city council meeting, and you're kind of in for it in all your regalia. And so you knew it was coming. I just--it was an interesting choice. It did display something that is real.

Velour: Maybe I assume too much good intentions from people, but I really hoped that some of those fears that they were expressing came from not having had the opportunity to speak to queer people, and that us being willing to talk to them was going to move the needle. But we really couldn't find common ground.

But I want us to unify. I think queer people are allies to the straight community, as well, and that what we stand for should make the world a more free place for everyone, including that man and his daughter. It's sad to be rejected by people who don't know anything about you. But that is the reality that we're trying to show.

Rosin: Yeah. That moment stuck out with me because it was painful. It wasn't necessarily cathartic. In the Queer Eye template, you know, everyone's supposed to be crying at the end of that interaction, and that definitely didn't happen.

Velour: Right. I didn't think about that. I guess it's a success, then, to show that not everything has an easy resolution.

Rosin: Totally. Totally.

Velour: We very much found that. The people who are willing to grow, can grow exponentially. And those who can't, you may just have to move on.

Rosin: You know, you are an incredibly multitalented artist, one of the most successful, creative drag queens of the RuPaul era. Why leave Brooklyn--

Velour: Still hustling to make it happen, in my mind. But it feels like nothing's a guarantee, but I really appreciate that encouragement.

Rosin: And may you hustle forever because you are a font of just constant creativity. But why leave Brooklyn to put yourself in places where people effectively don't believe in your right to exist, don't speak your language? Why?

Velour: This stuff does happen in Brooklyn, too. I was just called a faggot not one week ago outside of my own house by someone passing on a bicycle. And even though there is such a warm reception for queer and trans people, for nonbinary expression on the streets of this city--and I feel safe here; I love it here--I wouldn't be satisfied just staying in one place.

I love to travel and to get to spread the joy of drag all over the world. And this is the funny thing about being a drag artist: You go from having a thousand people scream your name--stand on their feet--and then 30 minutes later, you're outside and someone is screaming at you for being visibly queer and could beat you up, or your life could be at risk.

And that dichotomy doesn't always get shown. Sometimes it's one or the other. But I think it's the fact that it's both at all times that is also part of why drag is the way it is, why we have this sense of humor but also this depth and darkness to what we put out there, why we feel like we have to be political--'cause we're being politicized just by existing.

Rosin: Yeah. In addition to being a drag queen, I know you're a historian of drag. So maybe we get into this dichotomy.

Velour: Amateur, amateur. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Amateur historian. Amateur historian. So I feel like what you're describing--this duality--is so intense right now, that you can create a bubble in which you're fabulous, successful, make a living, and then another bubble where you are hated and rejected. And both of those are intensifying at the same time.

Velour: It's really true.

Rosin: Like, five-10 years ago, this is when magazine covers announced drag has arrived, and drag queens have power, cultural influence, and they can make a living. And then there's a spate of drag bans. Do you think of that--looking back at the history of drag--as a common thing? Like, rise, backlash, rise, backlash?

Velour: Yes. Absolutely. The greater the visibility for drag, but also for trans people. And it's interesting that, I think, the visibility and acceptance for both our queer-made art form and all of our identities that have been suppressed for a while--those have been uplifted at the same time over the past 10 years in a way we've been delighted by, that it seems like culture is shifting and making space for us.

Rosin: And yet.

Velour: And the backlash feels like the last gasp of a dying opinion. But, unfortunately, they're very organized and extremely well-funded. It was interesting on We're Here, seeing how much money is behind the repression of trans rights and the drag bans. And often those people aren't from the places that they're showing up, but they're putting on a performance of, This town doesn't stand for that. Which strikes me as a kind of--

Rosin: Drag.

Velour: --hideous mirror to drag, where they're trying to shut down on people's freedom. They're performing the most tired, basic lies. They're insisting on a return to normal that they actually are inventing through erasing the real truth of our existence throughout time.

Rosin: How do you know that? Like, how do you know that people weren't from the town or that there is money in it? How did that come up? Because I don't remember it coming up in the show as a conversation. How did you come to learn that?

Velour: We went to the website of Jesus Warriors, I believe, or God Warriors.

There's a couple that have similar names. And you can see how they take in donations. I guess I don't know how much they really are able to take in, but it's clear that it's an organized effort.

When the biggest attention comes to places like my drag daughter, Veronica, in Murfreesboro, Tennessee--a clip of her literally just talking about her fake breast that she was wearing at a Pride show, which fell to the ground, which is something many of us have experienced. And it's hard not to comment on it when it happens. But a clip of that went viral and got circulated on Facebook.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Man: So I want you to watch this and tell me if you think this is appropriate for kids.
 Veronica: Quit playing with my tits. Give them here. Oh, making me uncomfortable, talking about the weight of my boobs. They're not even mine.
 Norm: That two seconds was blown up to be this horrible example of indecency and inappropriateness. So that basically shut it down, right? There's no Pride this year. It's not gonna happen.


Velour: And that worked up people who don't live in Tennessee to barrage the city council with requests to ban drag, which is why it ended up happening. And so it's interesting seeing how these things are organized. And then in various places that have protesters, the people in the town say, We don't know those people. A couple of them found out where they came from, and it was, like, two or three hours away.

Rosin: Interesting. Right, because Veronica talks about that and feels guilty about that, like it was her fault, somehow, that drag got banned from town because this thing happened to her.

Velour: Yeah, and it was something that, I think--they were looking for anything. And it's just heartbreaking if someone feels responsible when they've done nothing wrong.

Rosin: Yeah.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Norm: There's guilt from that.
 Velour: Do you feel responsible?
 Norm: Oh, yeah.
 Velour: No. It's not you.
 Norm: It is. If I had not run for mayor and been so loud, if I had not screamed about my titties from stage in front of children--
 Velour:  It would have been something else.
 Norm: Would it? Because that's when it all started.


Velour: And the logic is, Oh, you should have been quiet and censored yourself, and then we could exist. But we can't exist if we have to live on those terms with all those conditions. We'll never thrive.

Rosin: And the "we exist"--speaking of Veronica--the title We're Here of the show, you know, the "we" could be, We, the fabulous queens, have arrived. We're here. But watching the last season, I was thinking the "we" is actually the locals: We've always been here. We live here. We're everywhere. We haven't just arrived yesterday with some sort of wave of wokeness.

Is that some of the meaning? Is that why you--'cause it seems to raise up local queer people almost more than you guys, in a way.

Velour: That was my intention, at least. I never wanted it to be this sense of, The superheroes have arrived. That is not how I view drag.

Drag changes lives when it affects how you see yourself. And it's not us changing the lives by showing up. We bring a stage that allows all these local heroes to activate their own powers to feel supported--which they so desperately need to really be bold--and to remind them to say exactly that, to remind them to say, We're here, and stand up for themselves and for their community.

[Music]

Rosin: More with Sasha Velour after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: Are these worries--I don't know if I should call them worries about the show, but I'm going to run them by you. Like, little things that come into my head when I watch.

Velour: I love to worry. So this is right up my alley.

Rosin: Okay. Excellent. We can worry together. So there's a small part of me that resists this idea that the drag queens have to come to a town and put on a show, like that's the only path to acceptance. I felt that in Oklahoma, like, Okay, we're just going to go on the street corner and essentially busk and put on a show. Do you ever feel like that?

Velour: I mean, I love putting on a show, and it is my favorite thing in the world, so I never feel like I have to do that. I often am trying to get to perform, just because there's something--we look for ways to disarm people who object to us. And entertaining is a classic way to do that. I resist it vehemently, but I've learned about the importance of comedy in softening people's resistances.

And I think, ultimately, a show is definitely not enough to change minds. Like, a conversation and the human stories that I hope We're Here really teases out alongside the performance is--that's the whole picture. But sometimes a show is a good excuse for people to let down their walls and try something.

Rosin: Okay. All right. We've settled that one.

Another one: So you're often going into these towns, and the push or the line is to be out and proud. I remember reading in your book that when you did your Fulbright in Russia, you talked about two camps: There was the out-and-proud camp, and they were protected and a little more privileged. And then you had understanding for people who didn't want to be out and proud, or that wasn't the right path for them.

And I wonder if you've thought about that in these towns, because you can see that the local queer people are struggling with that very concept. Like, Is it safe to be out and proud? Should I be out and proud? Can I be out and proud? Can I just live my life? And I wonder how that plays out in those relationships.

Velour: Yeah, there are some people for whom being out is not the best option based on where they live. And, in my experience, in Russia, that group of activists were mainly more working class and risked losing their jobs and their houses if they were out. And framed that way, I did begin to see exactly what they meant.

And they were still finding ways to have community and to be out with themselves. But they couldn't safely be out on the streets protesting, be waving a rainbow flag. So it would be interesting if We're Here kind of explored a story like that.

But fundamentally, you know, we want people to live, and whatever you need to do to do that is correct.

Rosin: Yeah. Maybe this is the big question. What does it matter if there's drag in Murfreesboro? I feel like America's dividing in so, so, so, so, so many ways that why can't I just say, Oh, go to Nashville and do your drag there? Do you know what I mean? Like, what does it matter that we have it everywhere?

Velour: I mean, at its heart, it is everywhere already. They have drag shows happening. People who don't have the resources to travel to Nashville, for various reasons, want to be able to do the drag they've been doing for decades. And these bars are getting shut down. People are yielding to pressure.

It's like as people are finding out how much queerness exists around them, they're suddenly shutting it down. And that is a cycle that's happened before. But in those moments, people were dressing up in their homes and wishing the world was different. So it's kind of like: It's always gonna be there, so why can't we make a space for it?

Rosin: There was an era when I believed more strongly, like, If we all just knew each other, or we all just talked to each other. I have to fight much harder now to find that space in people--I really, really do--and to pass through a thing that makes them uncomfortable.

And I don't know. So when I watched your season, I guess I was trying to decide, Is this confirming my pessimism, or is this a small ray of hope? And I wonder if you--and I haven't decided--and I wonder if you have that, if you're on that balance when you film it or you're just a happy, hopeful person, so you go with the hope.

Velour: I have my moments of being very optimistic. It's definitely a cliche that, Oh, human stories change everything. I want that to be true. We encounter a lot of people who did not want to hear stories that did not confirm what they already believed. And I've noticed, increasingly, it feels like people aren't comfortable admitting that they could currently be wrong about something, being genuinely curious to learn new things.

So will anyone who doesn't want to see drag queens in the world watch this show? I sure hope so. But I don't know what it's going to take. I think the examples are stories about how it happens within families.

Rosin: Yeah.

Velour: And someone like Veronica's mother, who threw her child out because of what her church was saying and what her community was saying about queer people and then realized that didn't make sense to her. And they've slowly built their relationship back, and she's grown to accept gay people and accept queer people on some level and certainly accept her child's love of drag. So that gives me a lot of hope. That's someone who's changed their mind, and I think that if--it could be possible for anyone.

Rosin: You know, watching your show with a friend, I'm so used to RuPaul world. And watching so much RuPaul, you can easily forget that there are lots of places in this country and many countries around the world where it's not like that. Like, there isn't a cultural renaissance of drag queens. And I did have the thought, Wow, RuPaul has maybe saved hundreds of lives. I forget that this element of visibility-- the out and proud--it does have a safety element to it.

Velour: Yeah, it does. And the show Drag Race has reached so many people and just normalizes the existence. And the fact that there's been so many seasons, so many drag artists, all with different styles, that's probably been the biggest shift in drag of all time. And for people, I was thinking about my drag daughter Jess, in Oklahoma, who said, It was the first time I had thought queer people are beautiful. And seeing that on television really did something profound for her.

Rosin: Yeah.

Velour: And I was like, Wow. I don't know that that's everyone's take watching Drag Race, but maybe that is something. That is a new idea that we are helping to share.

[Music]

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

If you want more Sasha Velour, you can see her new play this summer. It's called Velour: A Drag Spectacular.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Maternal-Mortality Crisis That Didn't Happen

Many advocates wrongly presume that gloom and doom is the only way to motivate change.

by Jerusalem Demsas




In 2019, the United States recorded twice as many maternal deaths as in 1999. You may have seen articles under headlines such as "More Mothers Are Dying" that frame this situation as a crisis. The notion that the U.S. has fallen behind other highly developed nations in addressing rising maternal deaths has filtered from academia into activist circles, newsrooms, social media, and everyday conversation. The general public might conclude: In America, pregnancy is getting deadlier by the year.

Recently, however, Saloni Dattani, a scholar with the research organization Our World in Data, reported definitively that measurement changes are largely to blame for the seemingly inexorable rise in maternal deaths. Things aren't getting worse for women; we're just getting better at tracking what's going on.

That's great news, of course--but the "crisis" argument might prove hard to shake, and that's not great news. The persistent narrative that maternal deaths have been rising grows out of a counterproductive belief that doom and gloom is the only way to motivate change. Pregnancy is risky. The wealthiest country in the world could and should do more to prevent deaths and non-fatal harms, which are chronically ignored. Doing so will require being clear-eyed about what the evidence is telling us.

To address past concerns about underreporting maternal deaths, Dattani explains, states gradually updated their reporting standards to be more inclusive. The old definition of maternal mortality focused on deaths during childbirth or closely following birth; the new one expanded to include deaths during pregnancy or the first six weeks after the end of pregnancy. States also added a checkbox on death certificates indicating whether a woman had been pregnant at the time of death or within a year of her death. The reported maternal-mortality ratio on average doubled after the checkbox implementation. Because individual states changed their standards at different times over the course of a decade and a half, the national maternal-death count seemed to keep rising.

Annie Lowrey: The case for spending way more on babies

Medical professionals have always had to make subjective determinations about causes of death. The lack of objective standards became a familiar issue during the coronavirus pandemic: If a deceased patient had several comorbidities, without which they likely would have lived, was the cause of death the virus or their other underlying health conditions? It's a tricky question.

In some cases, when a patient dies during or soon after pregnancy, the proximate cause of death is plainly related to childbirth. In others, causation is harder to establish; pregnancy may exacerbate an existing condition or have no clear connection at all. But the new checkbox lumps all of those cases together. And so, in trying to correct for underreporting maternal deaths, we may actually be overreporting them.

Although Dattani's findings have prompted some pushback from other researchers, other peer-reviewed studies back her up. She cites research from as far back as 2017 about the effects of the checkbox. One skeptical ob-gyn turned blogger was throwing cold water on the crisis narrative in 2010. So why is it still so firmly rooted in the public discourse?

For many commentators, correcting the record on a delicate or emotionally fraught topic simply feels awkward. You risk sounding as if you're trivializing pregnancy and the costs women shoulder to have children. In March, the American Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology published a study arguing that the "recent changes in maternal mortality surveillance, such as maternal death identification based solely on pregnancy checkbox information on death certificates, have led to an overestimation of maternal mortality."

Christopher M. Zahn, the interim CEO of the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, wrote a lengthy statement in response, arguing that "reducing the U.S. maternal mortality crisis to 'overestimation'" is "irresponsible and minimizes the many lives lost and the families that have been deeply affected." Why? Because it "would be an unfortunate setback to see all the hard work of health care professionals, policy makers, patient advocates, and other stakeholders be undermined." Rather than pointing out any major methodological flaw in the paper, Zahn's statement expresses the concern that it could undermine the laudable goal of improving maternal health.

Similar arguments are rarely stated aloud but are highly influential behind the scenes: If you want to help people, you should show how they are in crisis. Anything that makes others more complacent about their problem is working against the victims.

This dynamic is evident well beyond the maternal mortality debate. A couple of years ago I reported on dire COVID-related economic predictions that didn't pan out: Among them were the eviction tsunami, in which 30 million or more renters would be kicked out of their homes, and the "she-cession," wherein women would drop out of the labor market en masse.

One problem, my article noted, is that experts and activists alike have policy preferences--such as a preference for greater housing assistance for people at risk of eviction--that influence what they observe: "Some advocates may have regarded the coronavirus pandemic as an opportunity to shoehorn in important social policies that they felt were long-justified, and, to a certain extent, they saw in the data what they wanted to see." One sociologist told me that high estimates of potential evictions may have been useful "from a lobbying standpoint." "It was helpful to the movement of activists who were pushing for relief measures to be put into place to cite some of these larger figures," a housing analyst told me. At the time, my assertion that these predicted catastrophes had not come to pass prompted a significant backlash.

Still, many experts and journalists do push back on unwarranted crisis narratives. In a persuasive recent report headlined "The Child Care Cliff That Wasn't," Vox's Rachel Cohen wisely argued that "advocates don't need to rely on cataclysmic economic predictions to make the case for better and more humane family policy."

For policy advocates, though, the problem with downplaying or ignoring evidence that things aren't as bad as expected is threefold.

First, you lose credibility with elected officials if you're always telling them that something is in crisis and then the facts show otherwise. If you're not the one to update them when more encouraging evidence emerges, they'll begin to write off advocacy organizations as hysterical and untrustworthy. Elected officials and their staff aren't in the business of vetting your arguments; they'll just tune you out.

Second, misinformation is destructive on its own terms. Democracy--and by extension the free press--is supposed to work by clarifying what is true to our best approximation. Muddying that goal because you fear that the truth will lead people astray is a mistake. It undermines trust in institutions and makes people think that scientific research and news reporting are motivated by activism more than truth.

Emi Nietfeld: America's IVF failure

Finally, by drumming up a crisis where none exists, you may make people's lives worse in concrete ways. I want kids. I have a lot of friends who want kids. We know that it's risky, but the widespread discussion around the maternal-mortality rate has made me more fearful of pregnancy and childbirth than the numbers would indicate. The constant drumbeat that maternal mortality is "commonplace" and that pregnancy is "deadly" doesn't empower me with information to make my own decisions. It just stresses me out.

I'm glad we now openly acknowledge the costs of pregnancy and childbirth. But reality is scary enough. We don't need to rely on flawed data to make the case for change.
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A Devil's Bargain With OpenAI

Publishers including <em>The Atlantic</em> are signing deals with the AI giant. Where does this lead?

by Damon Beres




Earlier today, The Atlantic's CEO, Nicholas Thompson, announced in an internal email that the company has entered into a business partnership with OpenAI, the creator of ChatGPT. (The news was made public via a press release shortly thereafter.) Editorial content from this publication will soon be directly referenced in response to queries in OpenAI products. In practice, this means that users of ChatGPT, say, might type in a question and receive an answer that briefly quotes an Atlantic story; according to Anna Bross, The Atlantic's senior vice president of communications, it will be accompanied by a citation and a link to the original source. Other companies, such as Axel Springer, the publisher of Business Insider and Politico, have made similar arrangements.

It does all feel a bit like publishers are making a deal with--well, can I say it? The red guy with a pointy tail and two horns? Generative AI has not exactly felt like a friend to the news industry, given that it is trained on loads of material without permission from those who made it in the first place. It also enables the distribution of convincing fake media, not to mention AI-generated child-sexual-abuse material. The rapacious growth of the technology has also dovetailed with a profoundly bleak time for journalism, as several thousand people have lost their jobs in this industry over just the past year and a half. Meanwhile, OpenAI itself has behaved in an erratic, ethically questionable manner, seemingly casting caution aside in search of scale. To put it charitably, it's an unlikely hero swooping in with bags of money. (Others see it as an outright villain: A number of newspapers, including The New York Times, have sued the company over alleged copyright infringement. Or, as Jessica Lessin, the CEO of The Information, put it in a recent essay for this magazine, publishers "should protect the value of their work, and their archives. They should have the integrity to say no.")

Read: ChatGPT is turning the internet into plumbing

This has an inescapable sense of deja vu. For media companies, the defining question of the digital era has simply been How do we reach people? There is much more competition than ever before--anyone with an internet connection can self-publish and distribute writing, photography, and videos, drastically reducing the power of gatekeepers. Publishers need to fight for their audiences tooth and nail. The clearest path forward has tended to be aggressively pursuing strategies based on the scope and power of tech platforms that have actively decided not to bother with the messy and expensive work of determining whether something is true before enabling its publication on a global scale. This dynamic has changed the nature of media--and in many cases degraded it. Certain types of headlines turned out to be more provocative to audiences on social media, thus "clickbait." Google has filtered material according to many different factors over the years, resulting in spammy "search-engine optimized" content that strives to climb to the top of the results page.

At times, tech companies have put their thumb directly on the scale. You might remember when, in 2016, BuzzFeed used Facebook's livestreaming platform to show staffers wrapping rubber bands around a watermelon until it exploded; BuzzFeed, like other publishers, was being paid by the social-media company to use this new video service. That same year, BuzzFeed was valued at $1.7 billion. Facebook eventually tired of these news partnerships and ended them. Today, BuzzFeed trades publicly and is worth about 6 percent of that 2016 valuation. Facebook, now Meta, has a market cap of about $1.2 trillion.

"The problem with Facebook Live is publishers that became wholly dependent on it and bet their businesses on it," Thompson told me when I reached out to ask about this. "What are we going to do editorially that is different because we have a partnership with OpenAI? Nothing. We are going to publish the same stories, do the same things--we will just ideally, I hope, have more people read them." (The Atlantic's editorial team does not report to Thompson, and corporate partnerships have no influence on stories, including this one.) OpenAI did not respond to questions about the partnership.

Read: It's the end of the web as we know it

The promise of working alongside AI companies is easy to grasp. Publishers will get some money--Thompson would not disclose the financial elements of the partnership--and perhaps even contribute to AI models that are higher-quality or more accurate. Moreover, The Atlantic's Product team will develop its own AI tools using OpenAI's technology through a new experimental website called Atlantic Labs. Visitors will have to opt in to using any applications developed there. (Vox is doing something similar through a separate partnership with the company.)

But it's just as easy to see the potential problems. So far, generative AI has not resulted in a healthier internet. Arguably quite the opposite. Consider that in recent days, Google has aggressively pushed an "AI Overview" tool in its Search product, presenting answers written by generative AI atop the usual list of links. The bot has suggested that users eat rocks or put glue in their pizza sauce when prompted in certain ways. ChatGPT and other OpenAI products may perform better than Google's, but relying on them is still a gamble. Generative-AI programs are known to "hallucinate." They operate according to directions in black-box algorithms. And they work by making inferences based on huge data sets containing a mix of high-quality material and utter junk. Imagine a situation in which a chatbot falsely attributes made-up ideas to journalists. Will readers make the effort to check? Who could be harmed? For that matter, as generative AI advances, it may destroy the internet as we know it; there are already signs that this is happening. What does it mean for a journalism company to be complicit in that act?

Read: OpenAI just gave away the entire game

Given these problems, several publishers are making the bet that the best path forward is to forge a relationship with OpenAI and ostensibly work toward being part of a solution. "The partnership gives us a direct line and escalation process to OpenAI to communicate and address issues around hallucinations or inaccuracies," Bross told me. "Additionally, having the link from ChatGPT (or similar products) to our site would let a reader navigate to source material to read the full article." Asked about whether this arrangement might interfere with the magazine's subscription model--by giving ChatGPT users access to information in articles that are otherwise paywalled, for example--Bross said, "This is not a syndication license. OpenAI does not have permission to reproduce The Atlantic's articles or create substantially similar reproductions of whole articles or lengthy excerpts in ChatGPT (or similar products). Put differently, OpenAI's display of our content cannot exceed their fair-use rights."

I am no soothsayer. It is easy to pontificate and catastrophize. Generative AI could turn out to be fine--even helpful or interesting--in the long run. Advances such as retrieval-augmented generation--a technique that allows AI to fine-tune its responses based on specific outside sources--might relieve some of the most immediate concerns about accuracy. (You would be forgiven for not recently using Microsoft's Bing chatbot, which runs on OpenAI technology, but it's become pretty good at summarizing and citing its sources.) Still, the large language models powering these products are, as the Financial Times wrote, "not search engines looking up facts; they are pattern-spotting engines that guess the next best option in a sequence." Clear reasons exist not to trust their outputs. For this reason alone, the apparent path forward offered by this technology may well be a dead end.
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The Jury Deliberates, and Trump Posts

Outside the courtroom, the former president is showing voters who he really is.

by Charles Sykes




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


As we wait for the jury's verdict in Donald Trump's hush-money case, let's slow down a bit and ponder what the former president has told us over the past few days.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real "deep state"
 	RFK Jr.'s philosophy of contradictions
 	"La Nina really can't come soon enough."




A Week of Angry Posts

On Memorial Day, while the nation mourned its honored dead, Donald Trump took to Truth Social to denounce "the Human Scum" who are "working so hard to destroy our Once Great Country."

In the post, Trump did not mention the fallen soldiers whom, in the past, he has referred to as "suckers" and "losers." But he did take the occasion to lash out at "the Radical Left, Trump Hating Federal Judge in New York" who had described what he did to E. Jean Carroll as "rape," and the "N.Y. State Wacko Judge [Arthur Engoron] who fined me almost 500 Million Dollars (UNDER APPEAL) for DOING NOTHING WRONG."

In a separate post the night before, Trump went after the "Radical, highly Conflicted Judge Juan Merchan," who is presiding over the hush-money criminal trial in which the jury has begun deliberations. Trump also denounced "the Corrupt, Soros backed D.A., Alvin Bragg," whom he accused of being "controlled by Crooked Joe Biden's White House." As I wrote last month, Trump's broader strategy is to delegitimize the justice system as a whole--and to spread fear within the institutions tasked with holding him accountable.

Trump also took the time in his Memorial Day Truth Social post to resume his attacks on Carroll herself--the woman he has been found liable for sexually abusing, and then defaming, and then defaming again. He already owes her $91 million, but he felt the need, apparently, to once again accuse her of lying about his assault of her.

Amid all of the angry and unhinged rants, Trump's attack on Carroll was particularly notable because it could prove even more expensive for the former president. Caroll's attorney, Roberta Kaplan, has previously suggested that Carroll could file a third defamation suit against Trump for his continued comments about her. "We have said several times since the last jury verdict in January that all options were on the table," Kaplan said in response to Monday's post. "And that remains true today--all options are on the table."

Meanwhile, The Washington Post reports that Trump is promising donors that he would deport pro-Palestinian protesters. As The Atlantic's David Graham notes, protest is "an essential element of American freedom and is not itself against the law." The threat, David writes, "is classic Trump: vindictive, nonsensical, disproportionate, and based on the assumption that deportation is the answer to America's problems." I could list other dangerous and nonsensical recent statements, but I'll end with this one: Trump's Memorial Day rant came just a little over 24 hours after he shared a video of a man furiously raving at MSNBC's Joe Scarborough--and liberals in general. The man declares that Trump will "get rid of all you fucking liberals. You liberals are gone when he fucking wins. You fucking blow-job liberals are done. Uncle Donnie's gonna take this election--landslide."

The New Republic's Greg Sargent noted that this apparent endorsement of the idea that "liberals" will be "done" if Trump wins "should be placed alongside Trump's other recent threats, such as his vow that news organizations will be 'thoroughly scrutinized' if he wins, his promise to persecute his 'vermin'-like political foes, and his threat to prosecute a range of enemies without cause." Taken together, as Sargent points out, these threats paint a clear picture of how Trump intends to treat ideological adversaries once in office.

The gravity and volume of Trump's concerning statements, and the ways that they interconnect, are not always reflected back by major media coverage. A November study by Media Matters for America found that major news outlets gave "dramatically less coverage" to Trump's description of his enemies as "vermin" earlier that month than they devoted to Hillary Clinton's remark about a "basket of deplorables" in 2016. Among other findings, the Media Matters review notes that the Big Three broadcast-TV networks "provided 18 times more coverage" of Clinton's comment than of Trump's.

I offer the above list as a reminder of what the man the Republican Party is set to coronate for the presidency this summer is telling us outside the courtroom. For the moment, Trump's fate is in the hands of a New York jury. But ultimately, his fate will be up to the voters, won't it? Millions of voters seem disengaged from this year's campaign. A New York Times analysis of recent polling found that Trump's current lead rests with voters "who aren't paying close attention to politics, who don't follow traditional news and who don't regularly vote." Young voters seem especially dismayed about the election and cynical about the stakes.

But Trump continues to tell us who he is and what he intends to do. We've been warned, and nobody--including that jury--is coming to save us before November.

Related:

	Trump has a new plan to deal with campus protesters.
 	The Trumpian vertigo of American politics




Today's News

	Jurors in Donald Trump's New York criminal trial began deliberations. They asked to rehear parts of the testimony from Michael Cohen, Trump's former lawyer, and David Pecker, the ex-publisher of the National Enquirer.
 	Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito said in a letter to lawmakers that he would not recuse himself from two upcoming cases about the 2020 presidential election and the U.S. Capitol riot after recent news stories reported that two controversial flags flew at his homes.
 	Israel's national security adviser said that the war in Gaza would last at least until the end of the year.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Clouds are one of the greatest climate mysteries left, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


H. Armstrong Roberts / Getty



The Child-Nutrition Myth That Just Won't Die

By Lauren Silverman

The fact that stealth cooking has remained so popular is amazing when you consider how much work it is. You might spend an extra hour cooking, say, chicken nuggets from scratch with pureed beets tucked inside--versus buying a bag of regular chicken nuggets from the supermarket. But if it helps your toddler get their recommended cup or cup and a half of vegetables each day, it's worth it, right?
 The nutrition experts I spoke with say it's not.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What if Iran already has the bomb?
 	Nuclear energy's bottom line
 	Washington State has been sitting on a secret weapon against climate change.




Culture Break


Netflix



Watch. Glen Powell proves he's so much more than a strapping hunk in Richard Linklater's Hit Man (out now in theaters).

Read. Headshot, Rita Bullwinkel's debut novel, follows eight teenagers who fight one another to win the title of the best under-18 female boxer in America.

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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RFK Jr.'s Philosophy of Contradictions

Making sense of the most consequential independent presidential run in decades

by John Hendrickson




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. smiled, threw up a stilted wave, and made eye contact with nobody in particular. He was shuffling into Puckett's restaurant in Franklin, Tennessee, earlier this month for a plate of midday meatloaf. No advance team had peppered the room with stickers or buttons bearing his name. No one had tipped off the local media. Flanked by his press secretary and a couple of plainclothes security guards, Kennedy made his way toward a large table back near the kitchen, where he and I were scheduled to meet for an interview. The roughly two dozen lunch patrons didn't appear to clock him, nor did the waiter.

Kennedy's independent campaign for the White House has a loose, confounding energy to it. Most presidential candidates would glad-hand at a place like Puckett's; Kennedy didn't bother. Rather than run on a policy slogan--"Medicare for all," "Build the wall"--Kennedy has opted for something closer to mysticism. He uses the word existential in nearly every speech. He spends an inordinate amount of time on podcasts.

"You know, so much of life, we see from the surface," Kennedy told me that day. "It's like the surface of the ocean. There's a storm going on, there's winds blowing, and we get preoccupied with ambitions, with fear, with, you know, trepidation. And then if you sink a few feet below the ocean, it's calm there. And that, I think, is where we're supposed to spend as much time as possible, in that place where it's peaceful, where you understand everything is kind of an illusion. We're walking through a dream, and our job is to be kind to people, to be open, to be tolerant."

Despite this hazy rhetoric, establishment Democrats consider Kennedy to be a concrete danger to the future of democracy. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries has called Kennedy "a living, breathing false-flag operation" whose "whole campaign is being run by right-wing political operatives who have one objective: try to take down President Joe Biden."

When I first interviewed Kennedy last year, many people derided him as a distraction who would quickly fade into obscurity. Five months out from Election Day, Kennedy is polling in the double digits and fighting for nationwide ballot access. His team insists that voters will be able to pull the lever for him in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Many political observers have argued that, like past third-party candidates who have hurt Democrats, he is poised to draw more votes from Biden than from former President Donald Trump. A recent New York Times/Siena poll showed that Kennedy has particularly strong support among young voters and Latinos, two groups Biden needs more than Trump. Yet he's also drawing support from Republicans and conservatives. Many of these voters are willing to look past his conspiratorial, anti-vaccination statements. Some may share his views.

Read: The first MAGA democrat

While Biden and Trump fight for first place, Kennedy is zigzagging around the country, talking about our need to reconnect with the Earth and rediscover our shared humanity. Born and raised an East Coast Catholic, he now resembles an aging California hippie preaching New Age mantras. He's not running a winning operation so much as he's on a public self-actualization journey. And America will have to live with the consequences.

Like with Biden and Trump, Kennedy's mental state receives armchair diagnoses on a daily basis. But, unlike Biden and Trump, Kennedy says he once had a parasitic worm in his brain. I asked him if he would consent to undergoing a cognitive test. "The cognitive exam is called the debates. I would gladly take it," he said. "I take a cognitive exam every time I do a podcast--I challenge the other candidates to take the cognitive test with me." He added that he'd release his medical records if his chief opponents did the same.

Three nights before our lunch in Tennessee, I showed up at Kennedy's rally in Austin, Texas. Outside the venue I spotted one attendee with colorful markers scribbling out a homemade sign: WORMS NOT WARS. The man, a 39-year-old named Steven Kinsey, told me he had spent his entire adult life supporting Democrats, including Biden. But several months ago he happened to hear Kennedy on Theo Von's podcast when the episode came up on shuffle. "I was like, 'Oh, isn't that that crazy Kennedy?'" he said. "So I just left it on for entertainment purposes. And I was blown away. I was like, 'This isn't the same guy that everyone says is wacko.'"

From the May 2024 issue: Is Theo Von the next Joe Rogan?

Kennedy's rhetoric--whether you believe it to be wacko or compelling--is full of contradictions. He views himself as a pacifist--an anti-war candidate who nonetheless falls to the right of many liberals on key issues of the moment, including Israel in its war with Hamas. Kennedy told me he is "very pro-Palestinian," but like Biden, he is steadfastly supporting Israel. "I think, for Israel's future, for Gaza's future, Hamas has to be gotten rid of," he said. "I don't see what happens in a cease-fire. I don't even understand what people, you know, expect out of it."

Kennedy made headlines in early May for saying he supported abortion rights up until the moment of birth. But over lunch with me several days later, he explained why he had already modified his position, supporting abortion rights only to the point of fetal viability. "I've had 40 years that show that I'm pretty indifferent to a political cost of whatever issue," he said. "If I'm wrong about something, if somebody shows me facts, I'm going to change my mind." When I asked whether he'd enshrine abortion rights at the federal level, he was cagey. "Maybe an early--you know--before viability," he said. "Listen, I don't tell people I'm going to do something I don't think can be done."

In the early 2000s, Kennedy helped popularize the idea that vaccines cause autism, a theory that remains scientifically unproven. Last summer, he falsely claimed that the coronavirus pandemic may have been "ethnically targeted" to attack Caucasians and Black people, and that "Ashkenazi Jews and Chinese" are most immune from the virus. Nevertheless, he rejects the anti-vax label. "First of all, virtually everything that the press has written about my opinion of vaccines is wrong," he told me. He said he believes that his position on vaccines is "aligned with what 99 percent of Americans feel." In a bit of revisionist history, he said his stance boils down to "If people want vaccines they should be able to get 'em. I'm not going to do anything to interfere with that." He told me that he wants people to have "the best science" on risk and efficacy. "And that's all I've been saying for years. And that the people who are injured by vaccines, there's a certain amount of people who are injured, and that we ought to be listening to them, not telling them that they're fine and gaslighting them."

Kennedy has practically zero chance of winning the White House and turning these policy positions into laws. As of now, he won't participate in the first presidential debate in June. During our lunch, I asked him which state he most believes he'll win, or, more generally, if he has a viable path to 270 electoral votes. He mentioned a few spots where he's gaining traction, but couldn't answer either question definitively. "I'm only peripherally involved in that part of the campaign," he said of state-level plans--he was saying, in other words, that he's not involved in the part of the campaign that's concerned with trying to win the election. He deferred my nuts-and-bolts queries to his campaign manager, Amaryllis Fox Kennedy, his daughter-in-law.

"You know, there's a mathematical answer," she told me by phone last night. "But there's also an answer that really has continued to transcend math all the way through." She referred to this as "the America that almost was and what could be," paraphrasing the author Charles Eisenstein. "Part of what I think a lot of observers, at least at this stage in the cycle, get wrong, is looking at national races rather than looking at individual states and how together they deliver a new leader to the White House," she said.

I asked her which individual states her campaign will win.

"Well, you know, John, I would love to tell you that list," she said. "One of the aspects to our electoral map that's extremely important is not signaling where we're going to be focused, ensuring advertising rates and attention and so forth are affordable and achievable there. So I can't share the states with you except to say that Bobby is speaking to all Americans, and most especially to Americans who've been completely ignored by the map of the two-party system for decades and decades and are ready to have a say in the system."

I asked her again. She eventually said that her team has a list of 29 states, but refused to share any of them, raising the possibility that Kennedy's opponents may try to infiltrate their campaign. "Where we see the strongest numbers right now is, you know, the matter of a lot of internal polling. I'm sure the other campaigns are doing their own internal polling. But in the balance of resources, it wouldn't be wise for us to spend a lot of hours on polling and then share them publicly."

Though Kennedy will almost certainly lose the election, he could still affect its outcome by being a spoiler. The Democrats sense this. The DNC recently hired the veteran operative Lis Smith to lead a team focused on attacking third-party candidates, Kennedy in particular. Outside Kennedy's rally in Austin, a black box truck drove laps around the venue. Among the rotating messages on its exterior about Kennedy and his running mate: WHY IS TRUMP'S TOP DONOR SPENDING $20 MILLION TO PROP UP RFK JR. AND NICOLE SHANAHAN? Beneath Photoshopped images of the two candidates in MAGA hats was a disclaimer: PAID FOR BY THE DEMOCRATIC NATIONAL COMMITTEE.

The Democratic pollster and strategist Ben Tulchin has recently been looking closely at two swing states, Arizona and Pennsylvania. In Arizona, in particular, Tulchin's data indicate that Kennedy is a bigger threat to Biden than he is to Trump, especially among young people and Latinos. "I've been raising the alarm with the Democratic Party and anyone who will hear me in the Biden campaign," Tulchin told me.

At the national level, though, a clear picture has yet to emerge. Patrick Murray, director of the Monmouth University Polling Institute, told me in an email, "There is no evidence in the current polls that conclusively points to RFK pulling more support from either side." He continued, "The problem is, of course, with expected close outcomes in a few key Electoral College states, any small spoiler effect that's hidden in the polling margins can have major consequences. Sample polling may not be precise enough to find it, unless you can interview every voter. That type of polling is called an election."

Kennedy keeps steadily attracting not just independents but a mix of Democrats and Republicans alike. This aligns with what I've noticed at his events--a diverse generational cross section: crypto bros, cowboys, crunchy hippies. Kennedy looks out from the stage and sees it, too--all the wide-eyed voters looking back.

To stiff-arm the spoiler characterization, Kennedy refers to his own polling that shows he'd defeat either Biden or Trump in head-to-head matchups. "I'm not a spoiler, because I can win," he told me flatly.

Trump rallies brim with a dystopian, campy Americana. Biden rallies barely exist. Kennedy rallies, meanwhile, tend to feel like giant house parties. Opening acts usually include cover bands, and many attendees mingle while sipping drinks. Inside the downtown-Austin venue, nearly 1,000 people milled about multiple bars and listened to a band cycle through crowd favorites: Tom Petty's "I Won't Back Down," 4 Non Blondes' "What's Up?," and, in an ironic twist, Creedence Clearwater Revival's "Fortunate Son."

One of the first speakers that night was the regenerative-farming influencer Ryland Engelhart. He quoted the mystic poet Rumi and affectionately likened the RFK Jr. campaign to Noah's Ark--"a big foolish project." Engelhart told the crowd that he had been sitting on the toilet scrolling through his phone when he first discovered Kennedy and his message. He spoke wistfully about a recent fundraiser that ended with Kennedy joining his donors in a sweat lodge. He paraphrased another Rumi line at the end of his speech: Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I'll meet you there. Then offered a 2024 addendum: "There is a president beyond Donald Trump and Joe Biden. I will meet you there."

Read: The RFK Jr. strategy clicks into focus

Shanahan made a rare public appearance that night. A Silicon Valley businesswoman and reported billionaire, she has no political experience and is not a natural public speaker. Most of her message was not about the election, but about topics such as healthy soil and the danger of forever chemicals in food. "A lot of our most innovative solutions come from outside conventional politics--they are in the realm of what's been called 'alternative,'" she said. "Yes, I know that sounds so radical. It shouldn't. I have seen the power of these little alternative ways of thinking in my own life. I have used alternative health practices to restore my health, my fertility ... I know what is possible when you think with an alternative, creative mindset."

When Kennedy took the stage, he told the crowd, "Every time I see her speak, I fall a little bit more in love with her." He went on, "Most of the presidential candidates we have today, they sound like they're doing a satire of Veep. And that's not what you hear from Nicole--you hear a lecture about soil!" He warned that the more Americans spend on medicine, the unhealthier we get. "What is it that is causing us not to see that?" he asked. "What is it that is causing us to constantly feed this beast that is making us more and more sick all the time? It's the corrupt political system. It's the subversion of our democracy." His message built toward a call-and-response finale. "If Nicole and I get into office, everything is going to change," Kennedy said.

"Don't you want everything to change?"

"Yes!" the crowd shouted.

"Is there anything that you want to keep the same?"

"No!"

Some of the people most concerned about Kennedy's impact on the election are members of his own family. Last year, a few Kennedys began speaking out against what they saw as the dangers of his campaign. His brother Christopher Kennedy recently characterized RFK as "unreachable," a "true believer" with "fringe thinking," "crackpot ideas," and "unsound judgment." On St. Patrick's Day this year, dozens of Kennedys gathered at the White House and took a family photo with Biden--an unsubtle message to RFK.

I asked Kennedy what had gone through his mind when he saw that photo. He stared off at a refrigerator along the wall separating the restaurant's dining room from its kitchen. He wiped his eye. He leaned forward with both elbows on the table. All told, it took him 34 seconds to formulate his answer. Kennedy acknowledged that he has family members who are "not enthused" about his candidacy, and some who are supporting him. "I don't harbor resentments anymore," he said. "I just don't. I think they're corrosive. They're like swallowing poison and hoping someone else will die."

Read: Where RFK Jr. goes from here

He told me that he had expected to be polling well among his fellow Baby Boomers, because they were the ones with the most nostalgia for his father and uncle--the Camelot era. But so far, he said, younger people were his strongest bloc of support, people who likely didn't think much about that history. I asked if he felt primarily like a Kennedy, someone carrying on a family legacy, or if he saw himself as just Bobby.

"Where do we get our sense of self?" he asked. "It comes from the principles which are the boundaries of that entity. The principles, the places where we say to ourselves, 'I would never do that.' And it comes from, you know, feelings that are the product of our history and our culture and our genes. You know, I grew up in this family. That lucky event, for me, has been one of the formative features and forces of my life. And has crafted everything I believe in as a person. It'd be hard for me to separate myself from my family."

He characterized the past year of campaigning as "a very intense lesson on all the things that you're supposed to learn in the course of your life." Running for president, he said, teaches you how to process antipathy. "You got a lot of hatred coming in, and anger, and then, you know, the opposite of that, too." The goal he chases is to treat "everything as an imposter," even the adulation. But he seems to have a harder time with that last part.

"I think one of the inspiring things for me is how many people have put hopes in me for change. And I'm sure if you interview some of these people who are following me, it's extraordinary to me that so many people show up," he said. "A lot of them come to me crying and just voice their hopes. And it feels like a big responsibility." He told me that this has changed him in a "fundamental" way. "It's made me try to be the person that, you know, people hope I am."

It's hard to know who that person is, or what he stands for. Kennedy told me that he believes the worst things Trump did as president were instituting lockdowns during the early phase of the pandemic and walking away from a nuclear-weapons treaty with Russia. He referred to Biden's border policy as "a catastrophe." He wants voters to distrust the government, yet he also wants to run the government. Kennedy remains a magnet for the disillusioned. His philosophy isn't profound, but his supporters seem to know that he's saying something, and that it's a little dangerous and alluring. In an election with two deeply unpopular major-party candidates, that message--even if it doesn't add up to much--is resonating.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> announces product and content partnership with OpenAI






Today The Atlantic is announcing a strategic content and product partnership with OpenAI, which positions The Atlantic as a premium news source within OpenAI. The Atlantic's articles will be discoverable within OpenAI's products, including ChatGPT, and as a partner, The Atlantic will help to shape how news is surfaced and presented in future real-time discovery products. Queries that surface The Atlantic will include attribution and a link to read the full article on theatlantic.com.
 
 As part of this agreement, The Atlantic and OpenAI are also collaborating on product and tech: The Atlantic's product team will have privileged access to OpenAI tech, give feedback, and share use-cases to shape and improve future news experiences in ChatGPT and other OpenAI products. The Atlantic is currently developing an experimental microsite, called Atlantic Labs, to figure out how AI can help in the development of new products and features to better serve its journalism and readers--and will pilot OpenAI's and other emerging tech in this work.
 
 "We believe that people searching with AI models will be one of the fundamental ways that people navigate the web in the future," said Nicholas Thompson, The Atlantic's CEO. "We're delighted to partner with OpenAI, to make The Atlantic's reporting and stories more discoverable to their millions of users, and to have a voice in shaping how news is surfaced on their platforms."
 
 "Enabling access to The Atlantic's reporting in our products will allow users to more deeply interact with thought-provoking news. We are dedicated to supporting high-quality journalism and the publishing ecosystem," said Brad Lightcap, OpenAI COO.
 
 The Atlantic is maximizing ambition as it continues to pair journalistic excellence with growth across the company--building on the recently announced milestones of surpassing 1 million subscriptions and reaching profitability. It is pursuing partnerships, like that with OpenAI, that recognize the enormous value of The Atlantic's independent journalism and storytelling, and that responsibly pursue new reader growth and discoverability. In April, for the third consecutive year, The Atlantic was awarded the top honor of General Excellence at the 2024 National Magazine Awards, the most prestigious category in the annual honors from the American Society of Magazine Editors, and won three separate reporting awards. The magazine earned its first Pulitzer Prizes in 2021, 2022, and 2023 for stories that exemplify the depth and range of its journalism.

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross, SVP of Communications
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Child-Nutrition Myth That Just Won't Die

Disguising vegetables inside other foods might be the worst way to get a toddler to eat them.

by Lauren Silverman




When my 2-year-old began favoring string cheese and croutons over peas and cauliflower, I tried to get creative. First, I mimicked the artsy approach to vegetables I remembered from childhood, starting with the classic ants on a log and then advancing to cucumber caterpillars and hummus monsters with carrot teeth. My toddler was only mildly amused. Next I turned to persuasion, repeating just how delicious bok choy is and how strong spinach would make her. On most days, I was lucky to get a single bite of something green within an inch of her mouth.

So I turned to Instagram and TikTok, where I quickly noticed that one veggie trick triumphed above all others: Hide the vegetables your child dislikes in the dishes they love. Does your kid like pancakes? Mix a little powdered spinach into those. Mac and cheese? That distinct orange color could come from carrots. You can even disguise cauliflower and broccoli in pizza sauce.

The sneak-it-in strategy predates social media. Authors of parenting cookbooks, such as Deceptively Delicious and The Sneaky Chef: Simple Strategies for Hiding Healthy Foods in Kids' Favorite Meals, made the rounds on TV programs like The Oprah Winfrey Show and the Today show back in the late aughts. The fact that stealth cooking has remained so popular is amazing when you consider how much work it is. You might spend an extra hour cooking, say, chicken nuggets from scratch with pureed beets tucked inside--versus buying a bag of regular chicken nuggets from the supermarket. But if it helps your toddler get their recommended cup or cup and a half of vegetables each day, it's worth it, right?

The nutrition experts I spoke with say it's not. "Children by and large don't need us to go to those lengths to get vegetables into them," Laura Thomas, a nutritionist who directs the London Centre for Intuitive Eating, told me.

Read: The ominous rise of toddler milk

Vegetables, of course, have many health benefits. Some studies have linked eating vegetables to a decreased risk of several chronic diseases, including heart disease. But these studies look at veggie consumption across many years, not strictly what you eat as a toddler. And even though many children in the U.S. aren't meeting dietary guidelines on vegetables, Thomas said that doesn't necessarily mean they are undernourished. A large national study published in 2018 found that toddlers, despite their reputation for veggie-hatred, on average consume enough calcium, vitamin A, and iron. They tend to be low on potassium and fiber, but children (and adults, for that matter) can absorb such crucial nutrients from meat, nuts, beans, whole grains, and other nongreen foods. "There is almost nothing inherent to a vegetable that you can't get in other foods," Thomas said.

Disregarding vegetables isn't an ideal long-term solution, because many of the foods that we tend to eat in their place are high in calories and low in fiber. But in the short term, accepting alternatives can help your toddler survive their pickiest stages without getting scurvy. And crucially, hiding veggies in bread- or meat- or sugar-heavy foods still means your kid is eating a lot of bread or meat or sugar. No amount of vegetables can counteract the detrimental effects of excess sugar.

Prominent nutritionists and child-development specialists alike have been telling parents for years to stop pressuring and tricking kids into eating vegetables. Yet health-conscious parents just can't seem to put down the blender--which might say less about picky kids and more about the years of health messaging and fad diets their elders have endured. "All of these Millennials who grew up with 'clean eating' haven't really thrown off that baggage," Thomas said. Ellyn Satter, who for decades has been an expert on feeding and raising healthy kids, puts it more bluntly: "The belief is that if you hide vegetables in your child's food, they won't get fat and they're going to live forever."

Read: The latest diet trend is not dieting

Covertly shredding beets into meatballs and sneaking pureed veggies into our children's mouths with whipped-cream chasers isn't just pointless, Satter and other nutritionists say. The approach can even be counterproductive. "The goal of child nutrition is not to get children to eat everything they're supposed to today. It is to help them to learn to enjoy a variety of healthy food for a lifetime," Satter told me. And everything scientists know about how to do that stands in contrast to grinding vegetables into an indistinguishable pulp and masking them with other flavors.

Experts told me that if you consistently prepare and eat meals with your kids that contain a variety of foods--including disliked vegetables--without pressuring them to taste or swallow anything, they'll eventually learn to eat most of what's offered. Satter originally outlined this approach back in the 1980s, and told me that it works primarily because it creates trust between parent and child. "The child needs to trust their parents to let them determine what to eat or not eat from what the parents offer," she said. If your child discovers that you've been hiding cauliflower in their tater tots or telling them tiny pieces of broccoli are actually green sprinkles, Satter said, you could rupture that trust, and your child may become more wary of the foods you serve or develop negative associations with vegetables.

Nearly 40 years after Satter outlined her feeding method, pediatric nutritionists continue to be wary of the trust-destroying potential of veggie-sneaking. Rafael Perez-Escamilla, a public-health professor at Yale, told me that even if your child is going through a mac-and-cheese phase (as his son did for many years in the '90s), he would never advise hiding vegetables in other foods. "Surround your child with healthy foods, but let the kid decide. Let the kid touch the food, smell the food; let the kid learn to eat when he or she is hungry and stop eating when he or she knows he is full," he said. "It's easier said than done, but it works."

Read: Putting kids on diets won't solve anything

The hands-off approach certainly takes less physical work, but Perez-Escamilla is right that it can be a real emotional struggle. As a parent, I'm still tempted to soothe my anxiety by sneaking kale into a smoothie, and reluctant to cook creamed spinach for my toddler over and over only to be rejected each time. But I have learned to find some comfort in acting as a role model instead of a micromanager.

Over the past few months, I've quit slipping broccoli into pasta sauce and started offering it as part of dinner. Sometimes my toddler takes a nibble; sometimes she doesn't. I've noticed that the less I show I care, the more she experiments on her own.
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You'll Become a Fan of These Fierce, Strange Girls

<em>Headshot</em> upends the classic story of the underdog by turning each of its characters into one.

by Rowan Hisayo Buchanan




Many sports, by nature, require you to push your body to the limit--beyond it, even. For young athletes, in particular, we've seen the consequences of equating physical pain with elite performance and self-worth, in the form of broken bodies and silent suffering. The less athletically inclined might wonder whether the costs of competitive sport are too high for its rewards. Fights to the death, judged by the turn of an emperor's thumb, were once popular entertainment. But we'd now think of them as barbaric.

In her debut novel, Rita Bullwinkel confronts the damage and injury of physical competition but offers an insight into why athletes might want to battle on. Headshot dives into the bloody, sweaty, achy world of girls for whom pain is not a side effect but a direct result of the sport they've chosen. The book follows eight teenagers as they pummel each other for the right to be named the best under-18 female boxer in America. They have traveled from around the country to a dusty gym in Reno, Nevada, to find out who can best dodge, withstand, and dole out punches. In the process, the novel asks: Why? What makes these girls dedicate their bodies to the ring?

Boxing is a sport in which fists themselves can break, but the name of the tournament these teens are participating in--the Women's 18 & Under Daughters of America Cup--smacks of pageants and cotillions. It conjures white gloves, not boxing mitts. The awkward juxtaposition seems intentional; although each of the contestants is strange and fierce in her own way, the competition seems absurd. We know from very early on that the tournament matters to almost no one other than the girls fighting in it. There is no audience for women's boxing. "Even if they were to go and box professionally, hit some women in bikinis in the basement of a casino in Las Vegas," the novel's omniscient narrator confides in the reader, "they wouldn't impress the people who they encounter in their lives outside of boxing."

The narrator is our entry into the girls' minds, telling us what they're thinking but also zooming into the future to offer up facts they are unaware of. At times, the narrator dispenses a cruel-seeming but ultimately matter-of-fact judgment--for instance, calling two of the contestants "delusional" for their dedication to the tournament, but then describing how those delusions are useful and allow them to fight with more focus. Other times, the narration dips closer to the girls' inner monologues. We learn that one girl has been through enough hardship to understand "that this shit is meaningless"--an awareness that swallows not only the tournament but also all of life's mysterious losses and victories. Yet she, too, wants to win, to be "the best of the best of the nation." That repeated best seems like it belongs to her; we are looking not at her but through her at the world.

Read: When good pain turns into bad pain

These athletes have no real fans. The audience is minimal, mostly just a few coaches, the other girls, and an occasional relative. Family support is varied: One fighter comes to the tournament matches with her grandmother, who has almost no grasp of boxing, while another attends completely alone. One girl wishes that her siblings would come, but they usually don't. Whether or not the girls have kin with them, they each seem as alone in life as they are in the ring--different though they are from one another, not one of them seems understood. Even two cousins who are both competing are strangely at odds: The younger longs to bond with her relative, while the older feels encroached upon. Boxing is not a team sport. You win alone, and you lose alone.

The contestants' isolation is accentuated by the fact that all the judges and coaches are men, a dynamic the girls are very aware of. (The verisimilitude with real life--the majority of coaches for women's college sports are men--will not be lost on most readers.) Often, we see these authority figures through the girls' eyes; one girl thinks of them as "the men referees, and the men coaches and the men judges and their sad paunches." These are not mentors. Whereas the girls have devoted a huge percentage of their lives to this sport, the judges, for instance, have less interest than mere hobbyists:

The judges work at Safeway and at Amazon fulfillment factories and inside the casinos with the alcoholic grenades. The white they all wear is not a uniform, but just a color specification ... to make sure that they all look the part they are being paid to play. Some of the judges don't even like boxing. It was from YouTube videos, and a one sheet that [the gym owner] sent, that they learned about the game.


These men know far less than the girls, and yet they are in charge. It is one thing to be under the thumb of the powerful; it's a harsher kind of injustice to be judged by those with no respect for the game.

Again and again, Bullwinkel emphasizes the indignity of the contest. Reno is a city whose "drag looked like Las Vegas had shrunk its own glowing strip architecture and handed it down." The physical prize itself, the Daughters of America Cup trophy, is shoddily constructed and would never hold water, having "a slit in the cup where the plastic mold came together"--it's a worthless symbol of how little even the winner will be valued. Meanwhile, the cost of the girls' participation is potentially astronomical; one girl has damaged her hand so badly that when she is "sixty she won't be able to hold a cup of tea." The knowledge that fighting will someday steal this simple pleasure from her dampens any anticipation of her possible win. It's a strange move for a novelist to center an entire plot on a competition that barely seems worth it.

Yet this is also Headshot's greatest strength. The story becomes less about who will win than about what drives each girl toward a battle with no obvious reward. Bullwinkel makes us into fans. The tournament structure--which the book closely mimics--gives Bullwinkel the space to explore different ways of being a teenage girl. Most chapters depict matches, though they're less preoccupied by muscle movements than by the girls' pains, fears, and coping mechanisms. One fighter wears a raccoon hat because she figures that looking deranged will throw off her enemies; another is a "people pleaser" who, even as she loses, clings to the "form" she's been taught; another, whose hair is in "the archetype of a ponytail," wants to beat her older sisters' past boxing glory. Yet another was once locked in a shed for 12 hours by bullying classmates. Two of the girls are haunted by memories of dead bodies, and they think of those deaths as they fight. These psychological portraits allow the reader to understand that the girls are not fools or naive, that each has picked boxing because of her own demons.

Underdogs are the fodder of sports fiction from Rocky to Ted Lasso; one of the mythological origins of the Olympic Games is Zeus wrestling his dad. In much fiction, being an underdog is a character's golden ticket--impoverished boy finds a magic bean and beats a giant is a more satisfying story than poor boy is swindled out of his cow and then his family starves. But here's the thing: Bullwinkel has written a novel with eight underdogs, and seven of them must lose. Each of the girls walks into the tournament already wounded by life; the indignities they face aren't limited to those of the contest. Even the girl whose sisters are former boxers--the closest thing to a Goliath that this competition has--is vulnerable in the outside world; her family lives "in a double-mortgaged house in an undesirable suburb" and, lacking status, is "close to no one." Perhaps the greatest evidence that these girls are all underdogs is that they are competing for this smallest scrap of glory in the first place.

Read: Nine books every sports lover should read

Reading this novel reminded me of an argument I once got into with a sports fan. I found it hard to get invested in any sport as a viewer. No matter who won, the whole cycle would begin again; there was always another competition. He, knowing well my preferred form of leisure activity--reading--retorted that there is always another novel, another cycle of character-versus-the-world or character-versus-themselves. I couldn't say much to that. Many audiences are happy to ignore these cycles in order to indulge in their chosen entertainment. Bullwinkel won't let her readers forget. There is a moment, about two-thirds through the novel, when the question of who will win feels deeply irrelevant. Each of the girls has a compelling reason to be there. Their desires seem to cancel one another's out. Bullwinkel frequently skips ahead to show us their post-sport futures, which emphasize the longer stretch of their lives, beyond the intense confines of the tournament. One will become a grocery-store manager; another will work in university admissions; another will become an actor. The majority of their lives will take place outside the bounds of this competition. The novel seems to be reminding us that these girls are much more than their places on the leaderboard.

But at the last minute, Headshot offers us something else. The final match arrives, the fight where the branches of the competition all meet. Bullwinkel describes triumph this way: "Today" the victor "need not dream of winning." It's a simple sentence that ends the chapter. And it turns Headshot, despite all its subversions, into a brilliant sports novel rather than just an excellent set of character studies. These girls will gain nothing material for their efforts--no fame, no wealth. But for one day, one girl is able to think of herself as a winner. What she receives is the simple fact that on that day, "out of all girls in the country," she is "the best boxer." The girl who wins is not the underdog, but she is an underdog, and her triumph is pure. This is sport for sport's sake. Life is messy, full of death, bullies, and longing, but for the fighters, boxing grants the hope of complete, if momentary, fulfillment.

Following these battling girls through the tournament, we might wish for better conditions, for better treatment of their injuries, for judges who actually care about the sport they're adjudicating. But futility and indignity don't diminish the contestants' bravery. And they are not fools. In a run-down gym, against all odds, they have found a way to taste glory. Bullwinkel's epilogue is a terrifying fast-forward into the future, past the death of nations and through interstellar travel. In it, she imagines that girls will still be punching. The never-ending cycle of competitive sport becomes less like a futile act and more like a song that is passed down through the generations, growing more powerful in its repetition.
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'La Nina Really Can't Come Soon Enough'

The climate phenomenon should cool the world. But first, we have to make it through another sweltering summer.

by Marina Koren




Updated at 3:40 p.m. ET on May 29, 2024

There are still a few days left, but this month is on track to be the warmest May ever documented. In fact, every month since last June has broken worldwide temperature records. The world's oceans, which were too hot last year, are still mostly too hot now. The combination of manmade global warming, an unnatural climate phenomenon, and El Nino, a natural one, has inflated temperatures around the globe over the past year; the current El Nino event, which emerged in the middle of 2023, has been among the strongest on record. This El Nino, at least, is nearly done--but its end likely won't save the Northern Hemisphere from another sweltering summer.

El Nino episodes last only about nine to 12 months at a time, and forecasters predict that its cooler opposite, La Nina, will settle in sometime between this summer and early fall. La Nina should eventually lower the planetary thermostat, Michael McPhaden, a senior scientist at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration who studies the twin phenomena, told me. But a worrying amount of climate chaos still awaits us as La Nina asserts itself in the next several months, and the relief it may bring will be only temporary in the grand scheme of our warming world.

The transition to La Nina is not a flipped switch; the excess heat of El Nino conditions takes time to dissipate. As a result, "there's a high likelihood that 2024 will be even warmer than 2023 because of this delayed effect," McPhaden said. "La Nina may bring some relief, if not this year, then perhaps in 2025."

For many people, though, 2025 is too far away. Right now, Southeast Asia is suffering from extreme heat. Europe is set to experience another brutally hot summer. In parts of the United States, heat-related health emergencies reached historic levels last summer, and we may experience a repeat this year. Some parts of Florida have already registered heat indexes--the "what it actually feels like" measure, combining air temperatures and relative humidity--well above the danger threshold this year, and it's still spring.

Read: We're gambling with the only good oceans in the universe

The extreme heat in Florida isn't limited to land. Along its coasts, a marine heat wave caused massive coral bleaching last year, and marine scientists are not hopeful about this year either. Historically, such events were limited to August. But "last year, it all started in early July, and now this year, we're seeing temperatures hit August levels in the middle of May," Derek Manzello, a coral biologist and the coordinator of NOAA Coral Reef Watch, told me. "La Nina really can't come soon enough," he said, because "it should basically stop the bleeding."

But for Florida especially, the transition to La Nina is its own kind of danger. During La Nina, high-altitude winds that might tear apart hurricanes in El Nino years weaken instead. So more storms spin into existence and strengthen on their way to land. To make matters worse, hurricanes intensify by feeding off warm seawater--and plenty of that is available in the Atlantic right now. The combination of La Nina and abnormally hot oceans is expected to produce a perilously strong hurricane season for the Eastern Seaboard, the Gulf Coast, and the Caribbean.

Both El Nino and La Nina deliver grief to some regions of the world--heavy rains, intense storms, droughts, wildfires--and a reprieve to others. In Canada, "we want to move from El Nino to La Nina," Hossein Bonakdari, a University of Ottawa professor who specializes in the effects of climate change on civil-engineering infrastructure, told me. That's because Canada experienced a staggeringly destructive wildfire season last year, and La Nina likely will bring much-needed rainfall that can reduce the risk of blazes. Meanwhile, "California loves El Nino because that rescued us last year from the drought," Alexa Fredston, a quantitative ecologist at UC Santa Cruz, told me.

Read: The oceans we knew are already gone

And human-caused climate change is amplifying the effects of both phenomena. "In a warmer world, the atmosphere can hold more moisture," McPhaden said, so El Nino- or La Nina-caused rainfall that might once have been severe instead becomes extreme. A warmer atmosphere also increases the rate of evaporation of water on land, so severe droughts turn into extreme droughts, too.

Climate change also risks dampening the relief that La Nina has historically brought to regions warmed by El Nino. Manzello worries that La Nina won't be enough to keep corals from bleaching this time, even moving into next year. "How much help is it really going to bring now that the global ocean is just so darn hot?" he said. Historically, La Nina's cooler temperatures have curbed the formation of harmful algal blooms, which can be toxic to people, animals, and aquatic ecosystems, Julian Merder, a postdoctoral researcher at the Carnegie Institution for Science, told me. But what happens if global warming nudges temperatures into algae's preferred zone even during the cool phase? Such blooms thrive in warm temperatures and on nutrients flushed from land by heavy rains and runoff. In a warmer world, heavy snowpack from a La Nina winter in some areas could melt during springtime into hotter conditions, making trapped nutrients available to algae. In those regions, "it might even be the case that La Nina is getting us more harmful algal blooms than El Nino would," Merder said.

The La Nina that perspiring Americans might long for now is not what it used to be. "La Nina years now are warmer overall on the planet than big El Nino years were 25 years ago," McPhaden said. Both climate phenomena have always been powerful. But in the 21st century, the cool phase is only a temporary antidote to the symptoms of climate change, and a fainter one at that. If greenhouse gases continue to warm our world, La Nina's reprieve will only grow weaker.



This article has been updated to clarify La Nina's effects on algal blooms.
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The Real 'Deep State'

Lobbying firms have disguised their influence so well that it's often barely visible even to savvy Washington insiders.

by Franklin Foer




On March 18, news broke that Donald Trump intended to restore the disgraced lobbyist Paul Manafort to the ranks of his campaign advisers. In any other moral universe, this would have been an unimaginable rehabilitation. Back in 2016, as revelations about Manafort's work on behalf of pro-Kremlin politicians in Ukraine began appearing in the press, even Trump considered him a figure so toxic that he forced him to resign as chair of his campaign. Two years later, Manafort was locked up in federal prison on charges of tax evasion and money laundering, among other transgressions. His was one of the most precipitous falls in the history of Washington.

But at this stage in that history, it's not remotely shocking to learn that the revolving door continues to turn. By the end of Trump's term, Manafort had already won a presidential pardon. His unwillingness to cooperate with Special Counsel Robert Mueller's investigation had earned him Trump's unstinting admiration: "Such respect for a brave man," he tweeted. Now it seemed that Manafort's loyalty would be rewarded with the lobbyist's most valuable tool: the perception of access, at an opportune moment.

In early May, under growing media scrutiny for international consulting work that he'd reportedly been involved in after his pardon, Manafort said that he would "stick to the sidelines," playing a less visible role in supporting Trump. (He'd recently been in Milwaukee, part of meetings about this summer's Republican National Convention programming.) But if Trump wins the election, Manafort won't need 2024 campaign work officially on his resume to convince corporations and foreign regimes that he can bend U.S. policy on their behalf--and he and his ilk will be able to follow through on such pledges with unimpeded ease. A second Trump term would mark the culmination of the story chronicled by the brothers Luke and Brody Mullins, a pair of energetic reporters, in their absorbing new book, The Wolves of K Street: The Secret History of How Big Money Took Over Big Government.

From the March 2018 issue: Franklin Foer on the origins of Paul Manafort

As Trump dreams about governing a second time, he and his inner circle have declared their intention to purge what they call the "deep state": the civil service that they regard as one of the greatest obstacles to the realization of Trump's agenda. What they don't say is that the definition of the deep state--an entrenched force that wields power regardless of the administration in the White House--now fits the business of lobbying better than it does the faceless bureaucracy. This is the deep state, should Trump emerge the victor in the fall, that stands to achieve near-total domination of public power.

Lobbying, like Hollywood and Silicon Valley, is a quintessentially American industry. The sector took root along the K Street corridor of gleaming glass-and-steel buildings in downtown D.C. during the 1970s. Though accurately capturing the scale of its growth is hard, a study by George Mason University's Stephen S. Fuller Institute reported that, in 2016, the "advocacy cluster" employed more than 117,000 workers in metropolitan Washington (that's more than the population of Manchester, New Hampshire). In theory, lobbying is a constitutionally protected form of redressing grievances. Businesses have every right to argue their case in front of government officials whose policies affect their industries. In practice, lobbying has become a pernicious force in national life, courtesy of corporate America, which hugely outspends other constituencies--labor unions, consumer and environmental groups--on an enterprise now dedicated to honing ever more sophisticated methods of shaping public opinion in service of its own ends.

In the late '60s, only about 60 registered lobbyists were working in Washington. Most businesses, during the decades of postwar prosperity, didn't see the point in hiring that sort of help.

The forerunners of the modern lobbyist were Tommy "The Cork" Corcoran, a member of President Franklin D. Roosevelt's brain trust, and Clark Clifford, who ran President Harry Truman's poker games. Both men left jobs in government to become freelance fixers, working on behalf of corporate behemoths (the United Fruit Company, for example, and General Electric). Mystique was essential to their method. Corcoran kept his name out of the phone book and off his office door. If a company was bothered by a nettlesome bureaucrat--or wanted help overthrowing a hostile Central American government--they were the men ready to pick up the phone and make it so.

But Corcoran and Clifford were anomalous figures. In the late '60s, only about 60 registered lobbyists were working in Washington. Most businesses, during the decades of postwar prosperity, didn't see the point in hiring that sort of help. Management was at peace with labor. Corporations paid their taxes, while reaping ample profits. Then along came Ralph Nader, a young Harvard Law School graduate who ignited the modern consumer movement. By dint of his fervent advocacy, he managed to rally Congress to pass the National Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act in 1966, which led automakers to install headrests and shatter-resistant windshields. Nader, a scrappy upstart, single-handedly outmaneuvered the great General Motors.

From the October 1966 issue: Elizabeth Drew on the politics of automobile safety

Slow to register an emerging threat, corporate America sat complacently on the sidelines while an expansive new regulatory state emerged, posing a potential obstacle to business imperatives: The Environmental Protection Agency was established in 1970, followed by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration the next year, and the Consumer Product Safety Commission in 1972. Meanwhile, in 1971, a lawyer in Richmond, Virginia, named Lewis Powell urged a counterrevolution, writing a memo that called on the corporate world to build the infrastructure that would cultivate pro-business intellectuals and amass political power to defend the free market. Later that year, Richard Nixon named him to the Supreme Court.

A figure from outside the conservative orbit became the ground commander of the corporate cause in the capital. Tommy Boggs was the son of the legendary Hale Boggs, a Democratic congressman from Louisiana. The Great Society was, in no small measure, Hale's legislative handiwork, and Washington was in Tommy's blood. (As a boy, he ran House Speaker Sam Rayburn's private elevator in the Capitol.) He saw how he could become a successor to Corcoran and Clifford, but on a far grander scale. After a failed run for Congress in 1970, he devoted himself to expanding the lobbying firm Patton Boggs.

Boggs mobilized a grand corporate alliance (including television networks, advertising agencies, and food conglomerates) to roll back the liberal state--and then ferociously used his connections on his clients' behalf. M&M's and Milky Way (he was working for the Mars candy company) were among the beneficiaries of a major victory. Jimmy Carter's Federal Trade Commission had threatened to regulate the advertising of candy and sugar-heavy cereals directed at kids. Boggs sent the deputy editor of The Washington Post's editorial page, Meg Greenfield, material about the horrors of this regulation. The newspaper then published an editorial with the memorable headline "The FTC as National Nanny." Senators thundered against the absurdity of the new vigilance. The FTC abandoned its plans.

Boggs ignited not just a revolution in American government, but a cultural transformation of Washington. Before his ascent, patricians with boarding-school pedigrees sat atop the city's social hierarchy, disdainful of pecuniary interests and the ostentatious flaunting of wealth. Boggs, very highly paid to work his wonders, rubbed his success in Washington's face. He would cruise around town in one of the firm's fleet of luxury cars with a brick-size mobile phone plastered to his face, a cigar dangling from his mouth.

The story that unfolds in The Wolves of K Street features an ironic twist: Liberal activists figured out how to mobilize the public to care about important issues and how to inspire them to become democratically engaged. K Street fixers saw this success, then adapted the tactics to serve the interests of corporations. In the Mullinses' narrative, this evolution found its embodiment in Tony Podesta. An activist who came of age during the anti-war movement of the 1960s and a veteran of George McGovern's 1972 presidential campaign, Podesta made his name running the TV producer Norman Lear's group People for the American Way, a progressive counterweight to Jerry Falwell's Moral Majority. In 1987, Podesta helped rally the left to sink Robert Bork, Ronald Reagan's Supreme Court nominee.

Not long after, Podesta left the world of public-interest advocacy and began to sell his expertise--at first primarily to liberal groups, then almost exclusively to businesses. Using the techniques he learned while working with Lear, he specialized in deploying celebrity figures to influence public attitudes, counting on citizen sentiment to in turn sway politicians. To block the FDA from regulating vitamins in 1993 (his client was a group of dietary-supplement manufacturers), he cut an ad with the actor Mel Gibson that depicted a SWAT team busting him at home for possessing vitamin C. "Call the U.S. Senate and tell them that you want to take your vitamins in peace," Gibson said in a voice-over.

With stunning speed, Podesta--a bon vivant who went on to amass one of Washington's most impressive private collections of contemporary art--had gone from excelling in impassioned advocacy to becoming promiscuous in his choice of client. To fund his lifestyle, the Mullinses write, he helped Lockheed Martin win approval of the sale of F-16s to Pakistan, even though the Indian government, another client of the Podesta Group, opposed the deal. He represented the tire manufacturer Michelin and its competitor Pirelli. Over the objections of his staff, he joined forces with Paul Manafort to polish the image of Viktor Yanukovych, the corrupt pro-Kremlin politician who ruled Ukraine until a revolution ousted him in 2014.

As K Street boomed, the Mullinses show, its denizens remade American life well beyond Washington culture. They report that the firm Black, Manafort, Stone, and Kelly, also a central player in their book, aided the Australian magnate Rupert Murdoch in overcoming regulatory obstacles and extending his corrosive media empire in the United States. In the '80s, the firm became masters at deregulating industries and securing tax breaks for the powerful--$130 million for Bethlehem Steel, $58 million for Chrysler, $38 million for Johnson & Johnson--helping to usher in an age of corporate impunity and gaping inequality.

The Wolves of K Street is full of cautionary tales about the normalization of corruption. Revolving-door practices--leaving government jobs and parlaying insider connections into lucrative lobbying work--became part of the system. Meanwhile, the culture fueled fraudulent self-aggrandizing of the sort on lurid display in the sad case of a relatively fringe figure named Evan Morris. A kid from Queens who first arrived in town as a college intern in the Clinton White House, he quickly grasped that K Street represented the city's best path to power and wealth. He scored a coveted job at Tommy Boggs's firm while in law school, arriving just as lobbyists became essential cogs in a whole new realm: the machinery of electioneering.

The McCain-Feingold Act of 2002--campaign-finance legislation intended to wean the political system off big donors--prevented corporations and individuals from writing massive checks to political parties. Unable to rely as heavily on big donors, campaigns were happy to outsource to lobbyists the arduous job of rounding up smaller contributions from the wealthy: Lobbyists became "bundlers," in fundraising parlance. As a 20-something, Morris proved to be one of the Democratic Party's most exuberant solicitors, promising donors VIP access to events that he couldn't provide, or intimating that he was asking on behalf of Boggs himself, which he wasn't. Despite his relative inexperience, he managed to schmooze with the likes of Chuck Schumer and Hillary Clinton.

He went on to work for Roche, a Swiss pharmaceutical giant, and hatched a kind of campaign that he described as "black ops." Amid the bird-flu outbreak of 2005, the Mullinses write, he began urging the government to stockpile the antiviral medication that Roche produced. He hired consultants to promote news stories that stoked public panic about the bird flu. He compiled studies touting the benefits of the drug, including some written by people who had at one point received money from Roche. The government bought more than $1 billion worth of the antiviral.

Morris's job was to bend perception--and he also tried to bend the way that Washington perceived him. In 2009, he was hired to head the Washington office of Genentech, a Roche subsidiary. He became relentlessly acquisitive: three Porsches, multiple Cartiers and Rolexes, humidors filled with the finest cigars. Apparently, many of Morris's extravagant purchases were bought with Genentech's money, including a condo in San Francisco and a GMC Yukon.

Such a brazen scheme didn't escape his superiors' notice. While being presented by investigators with damning evidence of his malfeasance, Morris left the room to take a bathroom break and never returned. That afternoon, he went to the Robert Trent Jones Golf Club in Gainesville, Virginia, which he had paid a $150,000 initiation fee to join. That night, he retreated to a quiet corner of the club grounds and shot himself with a Smith & Wesson revolver. He was 38.

Yet such downfall narratives feel strangely dissonant. Although a handful of lobbyists may suffer a dramatic tumble from grace, the industry itself does nothing but boom. Each time a new reform surfaces, aimed at curtailing K Street's power, influence peddlers figure out how to exploit the rules for greater influence and profit. Although Trump promised to drain this swamp, the swamp flourished. From 2016 to 2018, spending on K Street increased 9 percent, rising to $3.5 billion.

Washington lobbying firms have ballooned into conglomerates, resembling the multinational corporations that hire them. K Street currently consists of data analysts, pollsters, social-media mavens, crisis managers, grassroots organizers. Lobbying firms are one-stop shops for manipulating opinion--and are experts at image management, including their own: Their employees' business cards identify them as "consultants" and "strategists," now that everyone associates lobbying with sleaze.

Lobbying has disguised itself so well that it is often barely visible even to savvy Washington insiders. The Mullinses tell the story of Jim Courtovich, the head of a boutique public-relations firm and a close collaborator of Evan Morris's. Courtovich's business plan featured splashy parties that attracted top journalists and other prominent figures with whom he hoped to trade favors. Mingling with the media, the Mullinses write, Courtovich encouraged stories that might help his clients; in one case they cite, the goal was to damage a Saudi client's rival. Starting in the fall of 2015, many such gatherings were hosted at a house his firm owned on Capitol Hill; presumably, the reporters who attended them had no idea that Saudi investors had financed the purchase of the building. In 2016, the authors note, Courtovich began working for the Saudi-government official who would later allegedly orchestrate the murder of The Washington Post's Jamal Khashoggi, a colleague of the journalists he assiduously cultivated.

As lobbying has matured, it has grown ever more adept at turning government into a profit center for its clients. Even Big Tech, which once treated Washington with disdainful detachment, seems to have felt the irresistible, lobbyist-enabled pull of chunky contracts with the feds. Such possibilities were part of the pitch to Amazon, for example, to erect a second corporate headquarters in Crystal City, Virginia, enticed by the prospect of pursuing multibillion-dollar contracts with the likes of the CIA and the Pentagon. (Amazon has said that political considerations played no part in the company's decision.)

For eager beneficiaries of government largesse--not to mention for their equally wolfish facilitators--a second Trump administration would represent a bonanza, unprecedented in the history of K Street. Trump's plan to overturn a bureaucratic ethos that has prevailed since the late 19th century--according to which good government requires disinterested experts, more loyal to the principles of public stewardship than to any politician--opens the way to installing cronies who will serve as handmaidens of K Street. The civil service, however beleaguered, has acted as an imperfect bulwark against the assault of corporate interests. Its replacement would be something close to the opposite. The hacks recruited to populate government departments will be primed to fulfill the desires of campaign donors and those who pay tribute to the president; they will trade favors with lobbyists who dangle the prospect of future employment in front of them. This new coterie of bureaucrats would wreck the competence of the administrative state--and the wolves of K Street will feast on the carcass of responsible governance.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The Industry That Ate America." 
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A Chilling Effect of Louisiana's Abortion Law

The state recently reclassified abortion pills as controlled dangerous substances.

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.


Louisiana just became the first state to reclassify abortion pills as controlled dangerous substances. The law may signal a new strategy to curb reproductive-health-care access in post-Roe America.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Amazon returns have gone to hell.
 	Trump has a new plan to deal with campus protests.
 	Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism.




All Eyes on Louisiana

Late last week, the governor of Louisiana signed into law a bill that marks a first in the battle over reproductive rights in America: The state will categorize mifepristone and misoprostol, medication commonly used in abortions, as controlled dangerous substances. Possessing the drugs without a valid prescription will be a criminal offense that could carry up to 10 years in prison. Abortion pills in Louisiana are now in the same category as drugs such as opioids and Xanax--medicines that are thought to be at risk of abuse--even though the medical community and the FDA widely consider mifepristone and misoprostol to be safe.

The original version of the bill, introduced by Republican State Senator Thomas Pressly in March, focused on criminalizing coerced abortion. Pressly has said that he was moved to act when his sister discovered in 2022 that her then-husband had mixed misoprostol in her drinks without her knowledge. After that version of the bill had passed unanimously in the state Senate, Pressly proposed a controversial amendment that would reclassify abortion pills as controlled substances, saying in an interview with KSLA News that he wanted to "make sure they're not put in the hands of bad actors and criminals." The amended version of the bill received pushback but ultimately passed.

In Louisiana, where abortions have been banned in most cases since 2022, the use of mifepristone and misoprostol to induce abortions is already highly restricted--so the new legislation will largely disrupt other medical treatments. Mifepristone and misoprostol have routine medical uses, such as inducing childbirth, stopping postpartum hemorrhages, and treating miscarriages. Under the new law, doctors must have a specific license to prescribe the drugs, and the pills would need to be stored in special facilities that rural clinics may find difficult to access. Experts predict that confusion about the law and fear of prosecution will have a chilling effect on patients and health-care providers.

Medical professionals have raised alarms, with more than 200 doctors in the state reportedly signing a letter warning that Louisiana's legislation would cause confusion and present barriers to effective care. Because physicians haven't been prescribing the pills for abortions in Louisiana, the law will "likely have minuscule impacts on abortion and more significant impacts on miscarriage and obstetric care," Greer Donley, a law professor at the University of Pittsburgh who has written for The Atlantic, explained to me in an email. (She also noted that the legislation won't affect people who currently receive abortion pills in the mail from organizations operating legally under shield laws, and that pregnant patients who obtain the drugs for their own use won't be penalized.)

"Health professionals who need to prescribe the medication for any reason--even the many uses of the drug that are not termination of pregnancy--will now have to jump through many hurdles," Melissa Goodman, the executive director of UCLA Law's Center on Reproductive Health, Law and Policy, told me in an email. "Delays are likely." She noted that the new restrictions may drive health-care providers to leave Louisiana--a state that already has bleak maternal-health outcomes--and that this law could set a precedent for activist groups that may try to make medications such as contraceptives and mental-health treatments illegal for ideological reasons.

Mifepristone and misoprostol have become a flash point in the fight over abortion access. Last year, there were more than 640,000 medication abortions in the United States--more than 60 percent of abortions in the formal health-care system, according to the Guttmacher Institute. That was up from 53 percent in 2020, before the fall of Roe v. Wade. But these drugs have faced legal challenges across the country. Texas effectively banned mifepristone in 2023 when a judge suspended FDA approval of the drug (though an appeals court ruled to preserve access again soon after). Twenty-nine states have either outlawed abortion or have restrictions on abortion medication, according to the Guttmacher Institute, and Arizona bans the mailing of abortion pills. Currently, the Supreme Court is considering a case that would make mifepristone much harder to access, though the justices signaled in March that they would not limit access to the drug. (Some of them voiced concerns about the implications of enacting nationwide restrictions or reversing the FDA's judgments.)

Louisiana may prove to be a bellwether, experts told me, inspiring other states to further restrict access to mifepristone and misoprostol. But Donley noted that the consequences for general health care may make the law unappealing for other states to adopt. Still, the legislation is a striking example of the lengths lawmakers may go in their attempt to curb the use of abortion pills across the country.

Related:

	The other abortion pill
 	Abortion pills will be the next battle in the 2024 election. (From 2023)




Today's News

	The prosecution and the defense presented their closing arguments in Donald Trump's New York criminal trial.
 	Georgia's Parliament overrode a presidential veto of a controversial bill that addresses foreign influence in media, nongovernmental organizations, and other nonprofit groups. Critics have compared the measure to Russian legislation that has been used to crack down on opposition and dissent.
 	Ryan Salame, the former co-CEO of FTX's Bahamian subsidiary, was sentenced to more than seven years in prison. He is the first of Sam Bankman-Fried's executive team to receive prison time.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Exploring what therapy is capable of--and what it can't actually solve--may help patients better understand what they're seeking, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



No One Really Understands Clouds

By Zoe Schlanger

In the tropics, along the band of sky near the equator, clouds and wind run the show. These are juicy clouds that aggregate and disaggregate in agglomerations and that can live a long time, as far as clouds go. In the summer, when the ocean is especially hot, they can pile up high, breeding hurricanes; at all times of year, the behavior of tropical cloud systems drives global atmospheric circulation, helping determine the weather all over the world. And still, clouds remain one of the least understood--or least reliably predictable--factors in our climate models. "They are among the biggest uncertainties in predicting future climate change," Da Yang, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Chicago, told me.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Sweater-eating moths are an unbeatable enemy.
 	Is America ready for "degrowth communism"?
 	Dear Therapist: A son I didn't know existed just found me.
 	Pat McAfee and the threat to sports journalism




Culture Break


Landon Nordeman / Trunk Archive



Read. Judith Jones edited culinary greats such as Julia Child and Edna Lewis--and she's the woman who made America take cookbooks seriously, Lily Meyer writes.

Watch. A little green puppet from an old children's TV show is healing hearts for a new generation of viewers, J. Clara Chan writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        The 2024 Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling Race

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 28, 2024

            	14 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Crowds gathered at Cooper's Hill, on a farm near Gloucester, England, once again yesterday, cheering as racers took part in the annual Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling and Wake. Continuing a tradition that dates back at least 200 years, participants chased a nine-pound wheel of Double Gloucester cheese, running in a chaotic scramble down a very steep and uneven grassy hill, with the winner taking home the cheese.


This photo essay originally misspelled Abby Lampe's name.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Three runners tumble down a steep grassy hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Several participants tumble as they run in the annual cheese rolling at Cooper's Hill in Brockworth, Gloucester, in western England, on May 27, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jacob King / PA Images / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Onlookers cheer at the top of a steep hill as a group of runners begins a downhill race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors come tumbling down the hill in pursuit of a round of Double Gloucester cheese on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: About 10 people tumble down a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Racers progress rapidly down the hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A wide view of runners racing down a very steep grassy hill as a surrounding crowd cheers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Onlookers cheer during a race on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two men, one of whom wears only briefs and shoes, tumble and slide down a hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Runners tumble and slide, chasing the cheese, on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A woman, covered in mud splatters, holds a round wheel of cheese over her head, celebrating her win.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                After winning one of the women's races, Abby Lampe celebrates at the bottom of the hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several dozen people are bent over as they race up a very steep hill, with a cheering crowd at the top.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors take part in the uphill race on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of onlookers stands just behind a line of racers, crouched to begin a downhill race, as a wheel of cheese is rolled down the hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cheese round is released at the start of a race on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several dozen racers run, jump, tumble, and fall down a steep, grass-covered hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors come tumbling down the hill in pursuit of a round of Double Gloucester cheese near the village of Brockworth on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: About 10 racers slide and fall down a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Runners slide and fall down Cooper's Hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several racers tumble down a steep, muddy, grassy hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors tumble down a muddy Cooper's Hill in pursuit of a round of Double Gloucester cheese on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Race workers assist an injured runner who lies on their back at the bottom of a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A competitor receives medical attention after competing in one of the races on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A couple dozen runners flip, fall, and slide down a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Another group of runners chase the cheese down Cooper's Hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A muddy but cheerful man poses at the bottom of a steep hill, holding his prize, a round of cheese. Written on the round are the words "Rolled In Honor Of Roger Townsend, 1945-2024. Rolled by Lucy Townsend."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dylan Twiss, winner of one of the men's races, celebrates after competing in the annual Cooper's Hill cheese-rolling competition near the village of Brockworth, Gloucester, in western England, on May 27, 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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Trump Has a New Plan to Deal With Campus Protests

And he doesn't seem to care that it violates the Constitution.

by David A. Graham




Speaking to donors earlier this month, former President Donald Trump laid out his plan for dealing with campus protests: Just deport the protesters.

"One thing I do is, any student that protests, I throw them out of the country. You know, there are a lot of foreign students. As soon as they hear that, they're going to behave," the presumptive Republican nominee for president said on May 14, according to The Washington Post.

The threat is classic Trump: vindictive, nonsensical, disproportionate, and based on the assumption that deportation is the answer to America's problems. Protest is an essential element of American freedom and is not itself against the law. (Some protesters have been charged with crimes.) One would think it goes without saying that U.S. citizens cannot be deported for it. Although some of those protesting the war in Gaza and American support for it are international students, no evidence indicates that most or even a large minority of those protesting on campuses are non-U.S. citizens. (Foreign nationals can lose their student visa if they are suspended from school for any reason, political or otherwise.) In short, Trump is proposing a heavy-handed plan that wouldn't solve the problem.

David A. Graham: Trump's only real worldview is pettiness

Trump's remarks about protesters follow a pattern seen elsewhere, in which he takes an idea already circulating in conservative circles and ratchets it up a notch. "I think the students, if they're foreign students on visas, their visas should be canceled and they should be sent home," Florida Governor Ron DeSantis said last month. "For those international students who defied university orders, and police instruction, in favor of acting on pro-terrorist views, this should result in immediate expulsion from their host institution and our generous country," Senator Marco Rubio wrote in a letter to administration officials in May. "No questions asked."

Asked about the demand at the time, Biden White House spokesperson John Kirby said, "I would just tell you that you don't have to agree with every sentiment that is expressed in a free country like this to stand by the First Amendment and the idea of peaceful protest."

Calling DeSantis's and Rubio's statements nuanced would be incorrect, but Trump's version is even more sweeping--no surprise from someone who has in the past reportedly suggested shooting protesters. He conflates all the protesters with international students, and proposes a penalty, deportation, not permitted for citizens. Americans can lose citizenship for treason, and naturalized citizens can be denaturalized for a small range of offenses, but protesting U.S. foreign policy is not one--which is good, because that would mean criminalizing dissent. But Trump has shown that although he fiercely resists even minor constraints on himself, he has no problem violating, or suggesting violating, the basic civil rights guaranteed for other people by the Constitution.
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Is America Ready for 'Degrowth Communism'?

Kohei Saito's theory of how to solve climate change is economically dubious and politically impossible. Why is it so popular?

by Christopher Beam




Kohei Saito knows he sounds like a madman. That's kind of the point, the Japanese philosopher told me during a recent visit to New York City. "Maybe, then, people get shocked," he said. "What's this crazy guy saying?"

The crazy idea is "degrowth communism," a combination of two concepts that are contentious on their own. Degrowth holds that there will always be a correlation between economic output and carbon emissions, so the best way to fight climate change is for wealthy nations to cut back on consumption and reduce the "material throughput" that creates demand for energy and drives GDP.

The degrowth movement has swelled in recent years, particularly in Europe and in academic circles. The theory has dramatic implications. Instead of finding carbon-neutral ways to power our luxurious modern lifestyles, degrowth would require us to surrender some material comforts. One leading proponent suggests imposing a hard cap on total national energy use, which would ratchet down every year. Energy-intensive activities might be banned outright or taxed to near oblivion. (Say goodbye, perhaps, to hamburgers, SUVs, and your annual cross-country flight home for the holidays.) You'd probably be prohibited from setting the thermostat too cold in summer or too warm in winter. To keep frivolous spending down, the government might decide which products are "wasteful" and ban advertising for them. Slower growth would require less labor, so the government would shorten the workweek and guarantee a job for every person.

Saito did not invent degrowth, but he has put his own spin on it by adding the C word.

As for what kind of "communism" we're talking about, Saito tends to emphasize workers' cooperatives and generous social-welfare policies rather than top-down Leninist state control of the economy. He says he wants democratic change rather than revolution--though he's fuzzy on how exactly you get people to vote for shrinkage.

This message has found an enthusiastic audience. Saito's 2020 book, Capital in the Anthropocene, sold half a million copies. He took a job at the prestigious University of Tokyo and became a regular commentator on Japanese TV--one of the few far-left talking heads in that country's conservative media sphere. When we met up in April, he was touring the northeastern U.S. to promote the new English translation of the book, titled Slow Down: The Degrowth Manifesto, and planning to appear on a series of panels at Georgetown University to discuss his ideas. One day during his New York stint, we visited the pro-Palestinian protests at Columbia University, where a young protester named Tianle Zhang spotted him and waved him over, telling Saito he's the reason he's applying to graduate school. They took a selfie together, and Saito posted it on X.

Saito's haters are just as passionate as his admirers. The right-wing podcaster James Lindsay recently dedicated a three-hour episode to what he called Saito's "death cult." Liberals who favor renewable energy and other technologies say Saito's ideas would lead to stagnation. On the pro-labor left, Jacobin magazine published multiple articles criticizing degrowth in general and Saito in particular, calling his vision a "political disaster" that would hurt the working class. And don't get the Marxist textualists started; they accuse Saito of distorting the great man's words in order to portray Marx as the OG degrowth communist.

It's understandable that Saito provokes so much ire: He rejects the mainstream political consensus that the best way to fight climate change is through innovation, which requires growth. But no matter how many times opponents swat it down, the idea of degrowth refuses to die. Perhaps it survives these detailed, technical refutations because its very implausibility is central to its appeal.

Economic growth, the French economist Daniel Cohen has written, is the religion of the modern world. Growth is the closest thing to an unalloyed good that exists in politics or economics. It's good for the rich, and it's good for the poor. It's good if you believe inequality is too high, and if you think inequality doesn't matter. Deciding how to distribute wealth is complicated, but in theory it gets easier when there's more wealth to distribute. Growth is the source of legitimacy for governments across the political spectrum: Keep us in power, and we'll make your life better.

Japan has worshipped as devoutly as anyone. After the country's defeat in World War II, GDP replaced military might as a source of national pride. Japan's economy grew at a rate of nearly 10 percent annually until the 1970s and remained strong through the '80s as its automotive and electronics industries boomed. So when the Asian financial bubble burst and the Japanese economy collapsed in the early '90s, the country faced not just an economic crisis, but a crisis of meaning. If Japan wasn't growing, what was it?

Read: Does the economy really need to stop growing quite so much?

Saito was born in 1987, just before the crash, and he grew up in a time of stagnation. As a student at a private all-boys secondary school, his politics were moderate, he says. He thought of problems like inequality and consumerism in terms of individual moral failings rather than as the consequences of policy choices. But the war in Iraq got him reading Noam Chomsky, college introduced him to Marx, and the 2008 financial crisis spurred him to question the capitalist system. Saito briefly enrolled at the University of Tokyo, but transferred to Wesleyan University, which he found insufficiently radical, on a scholarship. He graduated in 2009.

The 2011 earthquake and nuclear disaster at Fukushima pushed Saito to reconsider humanity's relationship with nature. "Fukushima caused me to question whether technology and the increase of productive forces create a better society," he said. "The answer was no."

Saito moved to Berlin and got his Ph.D. at Humboldt University, where he studied Marx's views on ecology. In 2016, he published an academic treatise on Marx's "ecosocialism," the English translation of which won the prestigious Deutscher Memorial Prize for books in the Marxist tradition.

Around that time, the idea of degrowth, which had been kicking around environmentalist circles for decades, was gaining steam in Europe. Saito started reading thinkers such as Tim Jackson, Giorgos Kallis, and Kate Raworth, all of whom argued that there are planetary boundaries we can't exceed without causing mayhem. Thinkers since Thomas Malthus had been talking about limits to humanity's expansion--sometimes with disturbing implications, as in Paul Ehrlich's 1968 best seller, The Population Bomb, which described with disgust a teeming Delhi slum. But degrowthers identified the pursuit of GDP as the culprit, arguing that it fails to account for all kinds of human flourishing. Greta Thunberg amplified the degrowth message further when she mocked capitalist society's "fairy tales of eternal economic growth."

Japan was a ripe target for these ideas. For decades, the country had been mired in low and sometimes even negative growth. The problem was no longer new, and the government's proposed solutions--negative interest rates; trying to boost worker productivity--were losing their appeal. "A lot of young people feel like, I don't want to work endless overtime and give up my family life and all my hobbies just to serve a corporation until I die," says Nick Kapur, an associate professor at Rutgers University at Camden who studies modern Japanese history. "For what? Just to grow our GDP?"

Saito saw an opening: to connect degrowth with the Marxist ideas that he had been studying closely for years. Degrowth on its own had bad branding, he told me between bites of Beyond Burger at Tom's Restaurant in Morningside Heights. The solution, he said with a grin, was to add "another very negative term: communism."

When we met, Saito had traded his usual blazer and clean-cut look for an oversize denim jacket and a boy-band tousle. He has a disarming sense of humor: When he signs a book, he stamps it with a cartoon image of himself alongside Marx. But he's serious about the need to embrace degrowth communism. He argues, not unreasonably, that degrowth is incompatible with capitalism, which encourages individuals to act selfishly and grow their riches. "Many people criticize neoliberalism," Saito said. "But they don't criticize capitalism. So that's why we have ethical capitalism, sustainable capitalism, green capitalism." Degrowth communism instead targets what Saito says is the root cause of our climate woes--capitalism itself--rather than just the symptoms, and prioritizes the public good over profit.

While degrowthers and Marxists have plenty of intellectual overlap, the match has always been an awkward one. Marx is generally considered pro-growth: He wanted to leverage the productive tools of capitalism to bring about a socialist future in which the fruits of that production would be fairly distributed. Saito, however, rejects that "Promethean" characterization of Marx. In Capital in the Anthropocene, he instead argues that Marx converted late in life from productivism to, yes, degrowth communism. To make his case, Saito cites some of Marx's lesser-known writings, including a draft of his 1881 letter to the Russian revolutionary writer Vera Zasulich and Critique of the Gotha Programme, which was published after Marx's death.

Saito's book is a mishmash of political polemic, cultural criticism, and obscure Marxist exegesis. He calls individual actions like using a thermos instead of plastic water bottles "meaningless," and mocks the UN Sustainable Development Goals, dismissing them and other market-friendly solutions as "the opiate of the masses." Instead of relying on technology alone to save humanity, he argues, wealthy countries need to give up their consumerist lifestyles and redistribute their resources to poor countries to help them navigate the transition to a slower global economy. He advocates transitioning away from capitalism toward a "sharing economy," and offers a mix of solutions both modest and bold. Workers should own their businesses. Citizens should control local energy production. Also: "What if Uber were publicly owned, turning its platform into a commons?" Saito argues that this arrangement would produce not scarcity but "radical abundance" as we freed ourselves from the obligation to generate ever-higher profits: "There will be more opportunities to do sports, go hiking, take up gardening, and get back in touch with nature. We will have time once again to play guitar, paint pictures, read ... Compared to cramming ourselves into crowded subways every morning and eating our deli lunches in front of our computers as we work nonstop for hours and hours every day, this is clearly a richer lifestyle."

On a superficial level, Saito put a fresh young face on old environmentalist ideas. Well spoken and self-deprecating, he didn't have the off-putting self-seriousness of many ideologues. After years of ineffective stimulus and grind culture, Saito's ideas may have intrigued Japanese audiences looking for "the opposite of the status quo," Nick Kapur told me. Saito's analysis also offered a kind of tonic for Japan's national neurosis around slow growth: What if this is good, actually? 


Kohei Saito (Shiho Fukada/The New York Times/Redux)



On a recent Saturday, Saito sat onstage at the People's Forum, a community center in New York's Chelsea neighborhood, along with three other panelists: a historian, a geographer, and a journalist from The New Republic. It was a friendly crowd, but each of the panelists cast gentle doubt on Saito's pitch. The historian said he'd like to see more modeling of the impact of degrowth policies; the geographer wondered how a degrowth agenda would ever expand beyond small, local experiments; and the journalist, Kate Aronoff, suggested that degrowth had a branding problem.

Saito had just begun his U.S. tour, and he was already encountering more resistance than he'd expected. "One thing surprising about American culture is they're really anti-degrowth," Saito told me after the event, as we walked along a chaotic stretch of 9th Avenue. When an American writer recently laced into him online, Saito's European friends came to his defense. But here he was more isolated.

The simplest case against degrowth is that it's not necessary. The prospect of boosting GDP while reducing emissions--known as "decoupling"--used to look like a moon shot. But now it's happening. In more than 30 countries, including the United States and much of Europe, emissions are declining while GDP climbs, even when you factor in the "consumption-based emissions" generated in places that manufacture goods for rich countries. Solar and wind are cheaper in the U.S. than fossil fuels. Electric vehicles, for all their struggles, will make up half of global car sales by 2035, according to one recent estimate. Decoupling still isn't happening nearly fast enough to meet the goals of the Paris Agreement, but green-growthers argue that we can speed up the process with enough investment. "It's easy to say we need a socialist revolution to solve the climate crisis, but that's not going to happen in the timescale," says Robert Pollin, a progressive economist at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst who co-authored a book with Noam Chomsky on the Green New Deal.

Other detractors say that degrowth would be actively harmful. It's one thing to ask billionaires to cut back, but what about everyone else? Are they supposed to abandon hope of raising their standard of living? Saito includes working-class Americans in his indictment of the "imperial mode of living" that he blames for carbon emissions. This was too much for Matt Huber, a professor of geography at Syracuse University, and the left-leaning climate journalist Leigh Phillips, who co-wrote an article for Jacobin accusing Saito of doing "capital's work" by "dividing the international working class against itself."

Perhaps the most vicious reads of Saito target his interpretation of Marx. In the eyes of his critics, his reliance on a handful of passages in order to prove that Marx embraced degrowth communism amounts to a kind of fan fiction. One otherwise-sympathetic scholar wrote in a Marxist journal that the evidence Saito marshals is "simply not very convincing." Huber and Phillips describe various claims about Marx's views made by Saito as "wild," "remarkable," and "unsubstantiated." Even John Bellamy Foster, the University of Oregon sociology professor who pioneered Marxist ecological studies in the 1990s and published Saito's first book, told an interviewer that "no concrete evidence could be found of Marx actually advocating what could reasonably be called degrowth" and called Saito's analysis "profoundly ahistorical." (Saito responded in an email that Huber and Phillips "never read Marx's notebooks that I investigate. Thus, they are not in a position to judge whether my claims are unsubstantiated because I am rereading Marx's texts based on new materials." As for Foster's criticism, Saito wrote: "  Marx never used the terms like degrowth, sustainability, and ecology. It is an attempt to push beyond Marx's thought because there is no necessity to dogmatize Marx and he did not complete his work.")

The question of whether Marx was a degrowther is academic--and so is degrowth itself, unless it can find a viable political path. Right now, that path is murky at best. The next politician to win reelection by urging voters to accept a lower standard of living will be the first. In the U.S., policies like a carbon tax and a national cap-and-trade program are dead on arrival. Even in Europe, farmers are protesting environmental regulations that they say erode their livelihood. In today's politics, proposing sacrifice seems like an obvious form of political suicide that would only empower politicians who don't care about climate change.

Saito nonetheless insists that degrowth is politically possible. It starts small, he says, with workers' cooperatives and citizens' assemblies, and then spreads from city to city. Europe is already taking the lead, he says: Amsterdam recently banned building new hotels, while Paris restricted parking for SUVs. (One could fairly ask whether these are degrowth policies or just traditional forms of regulation.) The Spanish government has piloted a four-day workweek, Barcelona has introduced car-free "superblocks," and the Spanish city of Girona has begun to explore how to implement "post-growth policies." Saito says success is simply a matter of persuading a critical mass of citizens to push for degrowth. He cites the statistic popularized by the Harvard political scientist Erica Chenoweth that it takes only 3.5 percent of the population protesting to enact change.

Isn't expecting rich countries to act against their own interests a little optimistic? "Oh, yeah," Saito said. "But the capitalist alternative is much more optimistic." For Saito, the long-term alternative to degrowth communism is not green growth but "climate fascism," in which countries lock down, hoard their resources, and disregard the collective good. Faced with that prospect, humanity will make the right choice. "As a philosopher," he said, "I want to believe in the universality of reason."

Saito does propose a few concrete fixes: Ban private jets. Get rid of advertising for harmful goods and services, such as cosmetic surgery. Enact a four-day workweek. Encourage people to own one car, instead of two or three. Require shopping malls to close on Sundays, to cut down on the time available for excessive consumption. "These things won't necessarily dismantle capitalism," he said. "But it's something we can do over the long term to transform our values and culture."

Of course, transforming values might be the heaviest lift of all. "Changing people's preferences is really hard," Dietrich Vollrath, an economist at the University of Houston who studies growth, told me. "You don't need to change people's preferences if you just make solar really cheap." The Harvard economist Benjamin Friedman, who wrote The Moral Consequences of Economic Growth, says that people fundamentally care about raising their material living standards and always will. "Trying to reform humanity is not a project of much interest to economists," he told me. "We talk about what to do, not how to wish for another form of human being."

Saito admits that he might be overshooting. He isn't expecting countries to scale down in the next decade, but maybe after that. He's not opposed to green-energy subsidies; he just wants degrowth to be part of the conversation. He emphasized that his ideas aren't designed with realism in mind. "I'm not an activist," he said. "I'm a scholar." His job is to provide the theory behind the change. Making it work is up to others.

Degrowthers like Saito seem to be caught in a double dilemma. They bristle at the suggestion that degrowth would take us back to premodern standards of living--yet in trying to dispel that notion, they narrow their vision so far that it resembles business-as-usual left-of-center politics. A typical rundown of degrowth policies looks like a wish list from the Democratic Socialists of America: health care for all, universal basic income, a smaller military, mutual aid, better public transportation, decolonization, and so on. Adherents reject the view that degrowth would require some authoritarian power to impose it, but have yet to articulate a political plan besides changing one mind at a time.

"At bottom it's not actually an evidence-based agenda," Ted Nordhaus, the founder and executive director of the Breakthrough Institute and self-described "eco-modernist," told me. "It's sort of a worldview and a vibe."

And yet, for many, the vibe hits. Degrowth captures a core truth of the fight against climate change: What we're doing is not enough and might even be making things worse. Degrowth might fail too, but in the eyes of its supporters, at least it's directionally correct. It's the protest vote of climate activism.

While in D.C., Saito co-headlined a workshop with a few dozen students at Georgetown, where they discussed degrowth. The group was mostly in favor, according to two students who attended. Fiona Naughton, a rising sophomore who studies international labor policy, told me she and many of her peers find Saito's ideas inspiring. "A lot of us have felt such immense climate anxiety and considered whether or not we should have children," she said. "Degrowth gives us hope for a future that we haven't felt in a long, long time."

I also followed up with Tianle Zhang, the protester who'd taken a selfie with Saito at the Columbia rally, and asked him how he'd discovered Saito's work. Zhang said that as a kid in Indiana, he'd watched the news in horror as oil gushed into the Gulf of Mexico for months after the Deepwater Horizon rig exploded. In college, he'd sensed a gap between the immensity of the problem of climate change and the attempts to address it. Saito was one of the few scholars he found who was trying to connect thinking about the environment with a broader theoretical critique of capitalism and society.

Zhang said he was also deeply influenced by Paul Schrader's 2017 film, First Reformed. The film stars Ethan Hawke as a troubled priest who descends so far into climate despair that he considers committing an act of terrorism. "For me, it was showing the failures of conventional morality to handle the issue of climate," Zhang said.

From the January/February 2023 issue: Why the age of American progress ended

Degrowth's appeal might be similar: not political, not even economic, but moral. In the climactic final scene of First Reformed, Hawke's character wraps himself in barbed wire as he prepares to possibly do something horrifying and futile. This seems like a fitting metaphor for not only Saito's proposals--Saito acknowledges that degrowth would require pain--but also their psychological appeal. We have been bad, and we must atone.

Beyond its stark moral claims, the very fact of degrowth's unreasonableness gives it weight. Degrowth advocates have called it a "missile word," designed to provoke. There's a reason we're talking about degrowth and not the "steady-state economy," which environmentalists have been pushing for decades. As the prominent degrowth thinker Jason Hickel has written, the term itself upends conventional wisdom: "It is only negative if we start from the assumption that more growth is good and desirable." To this way of thinking, the inconceivability of degrowth only highlights how trapped we are in the growth-fetishist mindset.

At the end of our dinner, Saito told me he's working on his next book, about the role of government when it comes to implementing degrowth. "The state has to intervene, but how can we make a democratic transition?" he asked rhetorically. I asked if he had an answer. He said, "Not yet."
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Sweater-Eating Moths Are an Unbeatable Enemy

They will eat much more than just your clothes.

by Katherine J. Wu




Every year, beginning around the end of March, my household starts planning a massacre. Our targets are our home's clothes moths: My spouse and I lay pheromone-laced traps in the closets, living room, and bedrooms; we--and our two cats--go on alert for any stray speckle of brown on a cream-colored wall. The moment we spy an insect, we'll do whatever we can to crush it. After killing dozens upon dozens, my husband and I can now snatch moths straight out of the air.



None of this has been enough to eliminate the moths. These particular moths--webbing clothes moths--are simply too well adapted to modern human life; as a species, "they don't really live outside anymore," Isabel Novick, a biologist at Boston University, told me. Clothes moths have evolved into a perfect nuisance, so capable of subsisting on the contents of our homes that permanently purging them may be impossible.



Adult clothes moths, at least, are easy game. Their bodies, the size of fennel seeds, are fragile. And although they have wings, they're poor flyers--females prefer to walk--and when they do force themselves aloft, manage only weak lurches and lilts. The adults, though, aren't the problem; they don't even have mouths. The larvae are the ones that post up in our closets and chew their way through hundreds of dollars of woolen sweaters and cashmere cardigans.



These moths belong to a group of insects--Lepidoptera, the order that includes butterflies and moths--that's been around for hundreds of millions of years, well predating us, much less our taste for luxe outerwear. What the larvae are after, though, is not sweater-specific; they're hungry for keratin, a hardy protein found in fur, feathers, horns, claws, hooves, and other animal adornments. Keratin is tough enough that most animals find it quite hard to digest, and leave it alone.



Clothes moths and their relatives, though, managed to evolve a way to capitalize on that opportunity, as Novick and other researchers have found. In their larval state, the moths manufacture enzymes and digestive juices that may help them break down keratin; they also appear to host gut microbes that dissolve substances that animal bodies cannot. For some species, that means feeding on horns, hooves, or tortoiseshells. Others, though, including the two clothes-moth species most commonly found in human homes, are far less picky about where their keratin comes from. Which is unfortunate for us, because the average home is full of the protein, Dong-Hwan Choe, an entomologist at UC Riverside, told me.



Woolen clothing makes for an especially convenient meal. But clothes-moth larvae will also happily eat carpets and rugs woven with animal hair--as well as upholstered furniture, wool insulation, the downy stuffing in couches and pillows, and the woolen felt pads sometimes found in pianos. Pushed to its limit, webbing clothes moths may also turn to nylon stockings, cotton blends, soybean meal, or household dust. The moths are considered a scourge in museums, where they'll eat their way through taxidermy and precious artifacts; researchers have uncovered clothes moths subsisting on mummified human remains. Starve the pests of clothes, and "they can still live in your house," Novick told me.



In mine, part of our strategy is defensive: We clean our woolens frequently, not wanting to attract the moths with the parfum of BO, and seal away our most precious clothes in airtight containers. But trying to keep any home keratin-free is a pointless exercise. The substance is in our fingernails, our hair, the outermost layer of our skin. And although our cats, Calvin and Hobbes, are adept moth-hunters, their fur--which accumulates in corners, on furniture, and on brushes--seems to be keeping the pest population in our home alive and well. Novick, who shares her apartment with a cat named Valentine, is in a similar bind. She also points out that, in her particular living situation, even a more drastic measure, like hiring professionals to fumigate her unit, would likely be futile. The moths would probably come creeping back from elsewhere in the building.



Realistically, many clothes-moth invasions end in something "more like management than eradication," Choe told me, requiring frequent bouts of vacuuming, trap-laying, scrubbing, and laundering or dry cleaning (or freezing, or even baking) clothes to keep the pests at bay. It's a huge time investment, and potentially a steep financial one, too. (Chemical interventions, such as mothballs and pesticides, can help, but may not be great options for people with pets, small kids, or certain medical conditions; cedar chests, unfortunately, seem to be dubious solutions at best.) Choe told me that, although he's frequently consulted by people with infestations, he can't say for sure whether any of those individuals have successfully trounced the pests.



And few solutions can solve for all of the moths' evolutionary tricks. Clothes moths have a high tolerance for inbreeding, according to Novick. They can safely swallow mercury and lead and are quite cold resistant. Their eggs can withstand freezing for several days; when temperatures are cool, larvae can persist in their immature state for more than two years. Heat, meanwhile, bumps up their reproductive potential--and Novick worries that, as climate change raises average temperatures, clothes-moth infestations, like many other indoor pest problems, could rise in frequency.



Novick has tried to make the best of her own clothes-moth infestation: She started her lab colony from individuals she captured in her own home. It's a kind of admission that coexistence is the only path forward, in the same way that people accept fruit flies as an inevitability of compost piles, and cockroaches as a tax of urban living. Perhaps these moths should be added to the pantheon of pests to which we've been forced to concede a degree of defeat--or, at the very least, grudging respect, for how scrappy their brittle, brilliantly well adapted bodies are.
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Amazon Returns Have Gone to Hell

What happened?

by Ian Bogost




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


After ordering two packs of 11-inch, rope-woven storage cubes from Amazon.com recently, I found that the resulting cubes were, in fact, 11-by-10.5-by-10.5 inches. Alas, they weren't what I expected. I elected to return both sets.

Thus began the latest of my ill-fated journeys through logistics at what strives to be "Earth's most customer-centric company." The system promised to be easy: First I'd set up the return within the Amazon app, then scan the QR code it gave me at a self-serve kiosk in my local (Amazon-owned) Whole Foods Market store. After that, I'd simply load my items into a proffered poly bag, print off a mailing label, and drop the package in a chute that the kiosk would unlock for me.

If only life could be so simple. Upon arrival at the Whole Foods, I discovered that I couldn't fit both of the items I wanted to return into a single poly bag. With a line forming behind me, I panicked and decided to regroup at home, where I would begin the process over again, this time as two returns, one for each pack of not-quite-cubes. When I went back to the kiosk a few days later, I couldn't fit even a single pack of storage cubes into a poly bag. Luckily, the cubes were still in their plasticized wrapper, so I applied the labels directly to the packaging. But then I accidentally used the same QR code for both items--a fatal error, it turned out. Didn't this used to be much easier?

Read: The free-returns party is over

According to the National Retail Federation, one-seventh of the $5 trillion worth of retail goods sold in the United States in 2023 were returned. Online retail, which now accounts for about one-quarter of all sales, grew, in part, on this foundation. If you can't see and touch goods that you're about to buy, then you don't ever really know what you're going to get, and you might be disappointed. Free shipping and returns have helped consumers hedge that risk. But free for you doesn't mean free for the retailers, which lose a lot of money on restocking and refurbishment. As Amanda Mull wrote for The Atlantic last year, the standard way of selling things online--with the blanket promise You can always send it back!--has become unsustainable.

"For the first time, companies are making return reductions a priority," Jacob Feldman, an associate professor of supply chain, operations, and technology at Washington University in St. Louis, told me. Amidst their efforts to accomplish that reduction, some have tweaked their free returns to make them slightly less-than-free; others have been warning customers away from suspect purchases, or clamping down on fraud. And according to experts I spoke with, the biggest online retailers have, over time, revised, modified, and amended the logistics processes that they're using for returns. All those small changes have started to compound. What used to be a simple system for consumers is getting more complex. And customers like me have begun to notice.




Amazon has sometimes treated its returns as losses, offloading rejected items or bundling them for sale at auction instead of returning them to stock. But over the past year or so, and for the first time I can remember, I've been getting frequent notices checking in on my returns. "This is a reminder to return the item below," the emails say. One such item was an HDMI coupler--a home-theater-cable doodad--that I'd bought from Amazon, and then sent back successfully (I thought) for an automated refund. Now the company was telling me that the coupler was unaccounted for. Send the item back, it warned, or you'll be charged for it again. I've had this same experience--where Amazon insists that it never got an item I really have sent back--many times now. In some cases, I did end up getting charged, and had to talk with customer service to unwind the matter. Sometimes it took several separate calls or chats to resolve.

Read: This is what happens to all the stuff you don't want

In the supply-chain industry, providing for returns is known as "reverse logistics." For a huge e-commerce business like Amazon's, this system is necessarily involved. Whenever you make a purchase, your items may be shipped to you from a number of different locations, packaged all together in a single box or spread across a handful, and arriving on the same or different days from either Amazon or its "Marketplace" of third-party sellers. Then, if you want to return an item, all those elements must be unwound. According to Zachary S. Rogers, an associate professor of supply-chain management at Colorado State University, Amazon is better adapted to this problem than other online retailers. "They have understood for a long time that returns are a necessary evil," he told me. The company also makes lots of money from Prime memberships, which come with fast, free shipping and returns.

"The name of the game now is mitigation: How do we mitigate this crazy number of returns?" Rogers said. "One of the things you could do is put a little more friction in it. They'll never say returns are going to cost money or not be allowed. But if it's a little more inconvenient, that's not necessarily a bad thing." In other words, if a return process put customers off just enough to dissuade some returns, but without upsetting the precious idea of free returns, that would be a net benefit for retailers. Rogers, who used to work in logistics for an Amazon subsidiary, couldn't say for sure whether this was going on at Amazon or any other online retail company. And Amazon itself, through its spokesperson, told me it would be "patently false and misguided" to assert that any of its return practices are meant to discourage returns. "Customers usually get a product they love, but in case they don't, we welcome returns and invest heavily in technology, infrastructure, and staff to make them fast, convenient, and easy for customers," the spokesperson said.

Read: The nasty logistics of returning your too-small pants

Still, Rogers told me that he's seen other retailers add rules and limits to their returns practices. A company might not let you return a television that you bought the day before the Super Bowl, for example. But sellers have to be careful. "You can put some subtle frictions in the system, but you can't go overboard," he said.

I've certainly dealt with some form of friction using Amazon. The company may unexpectedly split up a group of items into separate returns, for example. That experience can be disorienting. In principle, you might order three of the same hand towel, discover the color isn't to your liking, and then be forced by the website's software to return two of them in one batch and the other in a second. And although Amazon still advertises free returns for many of its products, what that means in practice may vary by customer. You could be directed, as I was, to a self-service return kiosk at your local Whole Foods. Or you could be sent to Kohl's, or Staples, or perhaps the UPS Store.

The spokesperson for Amazon told me that the company presents customers with return options "based on product attributes" and that "the options for return locations may vary." But that's not the whole story. "Behind the scenes, Amazon is figuring out the cheapest return option for them, today," Rogers suggested. The best way for Amazon to route an item might vary with factors such as geography (in rural areas, USPS pickup might be cheapest, for example) or current shipping volumes (a UPS Store might provide for more or less efficiency than Kohl's on any given day). "I think they cherry-pick the things that make sense for them economically," Rogers told me. When presented with this assertion, Amazon's spokesperson did not offer a response.

Consumers have no view into this back-office murk, and the confusion it engenders may effectively be limiting returns. I couldn't help but wonder if this explained my problems with "unreceived" items that I'd definitely sent back to Amazon. Perhaps my returns had veered off-course amidst the convoluted steps of grouping items with their proper labels, determining whether each one goes into a return-shipping box, and then understanding where and how they ought to be dropped off.

The company rejected the idea that customers have been flummoxed by the nuances in its system of returns. "A lot of this is based on your experience," the spokesperson told me. Out of curiosity, I asked Amazon corporate to look into my account. What had gone wrong with my return of the HDMI dongle, or of the box of stainless-steel washers, both of which I'd sent back to Amazon in January? And what had happened to the pack of nail-in cable clips that I'd returned in April? The spokesperson said that I'd packed the first two items together in one bag when it should have been two. That's possible, I suppose. It's true that I was flustered at the drop-off. The barcodes all looked the same, and the item thumbnail on my phone screen, which I had to reference at the kiosk, was hard to see, and I didn't have enough hands to do everything.

When summarizing the review of my orders, Amazon's spokesperson told me: "You didn't follow the instructions properly." Again, this may be true--but I'd been trying to follow instructions, and still things didn't go my way. Amazon eventually conceded that one of the unreceived-return notices I'd gotten, for the cable clips, had been sent in error, because the item was incorrectly scanned at the fulfillment center. The company also told me that the kiosk had allowed me to use the same barcode twice for the storage cubes because "when not all of the items fit into one bag, the kiosk allows customers to print multiple labels." The whole experience seemed riddled with arbitrary, hidden rules.

I've been feeling less inclined, these days, to make returns. Others seem to feel the same. "If I even think there is a .1% chance I may have to return an item, I am not buying it from Amazon," one frustrated customer posted on Reddit a few weeks ago. Others have alleged that Amazon is taking longer to issue refunds than it used to. The company maintains that the system is working very well for its customers. It says that 90 percent of eligible refunds are issued within five hours. The spokesperson told me that kiosk returns are completed on average in 60 seconds, that "hundreds of thousands of customers use these kiosks weekly" and that those customers "provide highly positive feedback on the experience." Amazon also stressed that its system for processing returns--which I'd come to see as a sprawling bureaucracy--is actually designed for convenience, offering customers one or more free return options at 8,000 locations across the U.S., the spokesperson said. But from his perspective as a logistics expert, Rogers thinks that's not a totally straightforward answer. "Everyone I've talked to, almost universally, feels that there needs to be some control of the crazy cost of returns," he said of the retail sector overall. "But you have to do it in a way that's subtle."

Indeed, the whole returns situation seems equivocal. I've noticed returns getting harder recently, but Amazon contends that it only ever strives to improve its processes. Is it possible that we're both right? "They might want it to seem like they're making returns easier, when it's actually harder," Feldman, the WashU professor, said. "That's probably exactly what they want." (Amazon had told me that this is not, in fact, what it wants.) Feldman added that it might be difficult for the company to know exactly what makes returns "easier," anyway. Different options may appeal to one customer but not another. "There's no silver bullet."

Faced with that reality, Amazon has tried to do it all: In the absence of a silver bullet for returns, it now provides an ammunition store of options (though it may be the case that only one of them is free). But this creates its own problems, Rogers told me. "As you increase optionality, you add complication," he said. "From the consumer's side, it's not just one consistent process every time." Inconsistency isn't only maddening for people with some storage cubes that they don't want. It may also lead to more mistakes in processing their returns, and more anger over missing refunds.

Late in the process of writing this story, I created yet another free Amazon return, but did not get the option of making a poly-bagged, Whole Foods drop-off like before. Instead, I was instructed to seal all four of my items into a single shipping box (I'd already recycled mine!) and take the package down to the UPS Store. I did not feel like I'd been graced with any greater freedom by this new directive. The choice of where to go had been made on my behalf. That might be more efficient in the end, but it makes me feel like a cog in a reverse-logistics machine I can never hope to understand, but which I also cannot seem to give up.
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No One Really Understands Clouds

They're one of the greatest climate mysteries left.

by Zoe Schlanger




In the tropics, along the band of sky near the equator, clouds and wind run the show. These are juicy clouds that aggregate and disaggregate in agglomerations and that can live a long time, as far as clouds go. In the summer, when the ocean is especially hot, they can pile up high, breeding hurricanes; at all times of year, the behavior of tropical cloud systems drives global atmospheric circulation, helping determine the weather all over the world. And still, clouds remain one of the least understood--or least reliably predictable--factors in our climate models. "They are among the biggest uncertainties in predicting future climate change," Da Yang, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Chicago, told me.

Yang is a cloud expert--a cloud guy, really, drawn to their mysteries. He recently moved from California to Chicago, where he gets to see a lot more clouds on a daily basis. "I find clouds are beautiful to watch," he said. "If I take an airplane, and I can see clouds down below or far away, I'm always fascinated by how rich the cloud organizations are. How they interact with each other ..." He trailed off. Clouds are complex and ephemeral, which makes them difficult to fully understand. Yang listed for me key aspects of clouds for which we still lack comprehensive understanding: how they form, what determines their spatial scale, how long they can last. "Those sound like simple questions," he said, "but they are actually at the forefront of the field."

The cloud problem has persistently plagued climate models. Although these models do many jobs extraordinarily well--understanding the energy balance of the planet, describing a trajectory of warming from human-made greenhouse-gas pollution--they can't seem to get clouds right. Models will sometimes produce cloud-related projections that are simply incorrect, and some models "run hot," meaning they predict catastrophic warming, possibly because of cloud dynamics.

One major stumbling block is the resolution of climate models, or how finely or coarsely they represent the Earth; to represent individual clouds, which can be the size of a minivan or the state of Minnesota, would require models at a resolution finer than the current finest model. Climate modelers have recently begun to produce fine-scale models at the regional level, where they can zoom in on the individual details of clouds. But, Yang told me, stitching such snapshots together into a picture of the whole globe would exceed the capacity of the largest existing supercomputer.

Even if computers did have the capacity to do these analyses, scientists would need more tools to understand the results. For that, Yang said, we need more cloud theory. "Without theoretical understanding, we would not be able to interpret the model results," he told me. "Without these first-principal-based understandings, we don't really know whether the model is accurate."

Tiffany Shaw, a climate physicist at the University of Chicago, told me that some models are producing inaccurate visions of entire regions, possibly because of the cloud problem. For example, models predict more warming in the east Pacific than the west; the opposite is true in reality. Another example is the narrow belt of rainfall that rings the planet in the deep tropics and produces some of Earth's strongest thunderstorms--and, as such, many clouds. Our planet generally has one such belt, but atmospheric-ocean climate models have been insisting for decades that it has two. This may, in part, be an issue of undercooked cloud modeling.

To Shaw, these irregularities are not a sign of something amiss; rather, they show the maturation of climate science. The field has gotten many of the big things right, and now it is learning to incorporate the smaller, more granular things into its vision of the world: things like clouds. Because of their complexity, Shaw is also excited about the possibility of using machine learning to understand them. "They're data-hungry algorithms, and we have a lot of data," she said.

Read: Playing God with the atmosphere

One big question haunts all cloud research: Scientists know that there's a lot of uncertainty about how to predict future cloud dynamics, and that those dynamics will likely have some bearing on how climate change progresses. But how significant of a bearing? For now, initial indications point to reassuring conclusions rather than catastrophic ones. "What we're learning is that not everything matters for climate change. Which is good!" Shaw told me. For example, losing shallow cumulus clouds as the ocean warms--which some computer models have suggested could happen--would have a destabilizing effect on the tropics, potentially provoking runaway warming. But, Shaw said, a recent observational study found that the clouds aren't as sensitive to warming as the computer models thought; the feedback between heat and clouds does amplify global warming, but not to the extreme degree suggested.

Read: America's climate boomtowns are waiting

One of the keys to reconciling modeling and reality is simply more observations. Chris Fairall, a research physicist at the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Association, has been studying clouds since the 1970s, when he worked on fog forecasting for the U.S. Navy, in highly foggy Monterey, California. "Fog is a cloud that sits on the ground. The Navy is very interested in fog, because they don't want their ships running into things," he told me. Fairall has seen the field of cloud science improve dramatically, in part thanks to efforts, including his own, to measure them. In 2020, he was the lead scientist on NOAA's ATOMIC project, which flew one of the agency's "Hurricane Hunter" planes and sent a ship to survey cumulus-cloud formations off the east coast of Barbados, as part of a larger joint cloud project with European researchers. Over the next few years, the data from those missions will help improve cloud models. Although Fairall likes studying relatively shallow cumulus clouds, he told me that the biggest cloud questions are about deep convective clouds, the ones that go all the way up into the troposphere, where they begin to develop complex ice, snow, hail, and supercooled water interactions. Cumulus clouds are complex enough; those deep clouds "have 100 times the complexity," he said.

In his view, the U.S. is devoting a tremendous amount of effort to cloud research; it's only up from here, in terms of cloud knowledge. NASA, NOAA, the Department of Energy, the Navy, and the Army all have researchers working on cloud problems, he said. Clouds envelop two-thirds of the Earth in their moist embrace, and in every moment help determine our collective physical reality. Surely the quest to understand them is among the most salient scientific endeavors of our time.
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The Woman Who Made America Take Cookbooks Seriously

Judith Jones edited culinary greats such as Julia Child and Edna Lewis--and identified the pleasure at the core of traditional "women's work."

by Lily Meyer




In the summer of 1948, a young American, a Bennington College graduate visiting Paris, lost her purse in the Jardin des Tuileries. Inside it were her passport and ticket home. Many travelers in her situation would panic. She decided it was a sign that she wasn't meant to leave France. She quit her job at Doubleday, then the biggest publisher in New York, and moved into a friend's aunt's apartment, where she launched a clandestine supper club to support herself. Perhaps she'd "open a small restaurant," she wrote to her horrified parents. In another letter, she reassured her father that although she knew she'd made a risky choice, "one has to take chances and there are many advantages to be had. Anyway, I am an adventurous girl."

That girl was Judith Jones, one of the most important editors in American history. She pulled The Diary of Anne Frank out of a slush pile during her second stint at Doubleday--in Paris this time, in 1949--a discovery for which her male boss took credit. Eight years later, she moved to Knopf, where she worked until 2013, publishing authors such as John Hersey, Sharon Olds, Sylvia Plath, Anne Tyler, and John Updike. She was an avid cook--that supper club of hers was a hit--and, as an editor, single-handedly elevated the cookbook to its contemporary status, working with all-time greats including Julia Child, Marcella Hazan, Madhur Jaffrey, Edna Lewis, Irene Kuo, Claudia Roden, and many, many more.

According to The Editor, a new biography of Judith Jones by the oral historian Sara B. Franklin, Judith was also an avid worker, a visionary editor devoted to her job. (Franklin, who interviewed her at length, calls her Judith, which creates a compelling sense of intimacy on the page; I'm going to follow suit.) The Editor focuses primarily on Judith's cookbooks, for which she is best remembered now, but more important, it draws out the connections among the varied projects Judith chose. Many of her authors, such as Plath and Olds, wrote about what Franklin calls "the frictions between women's private and public lives," digging into the tensions between who women were supposed to be publicly and who they were. Judith's own life illuminates these same tensions. The Editor presents her as both a case study and an agent of change in American conceptions of femininity inside and outside the home. But it also reads, more often than not, like a love story: a great, sweeping seven-decade romance between a woman and her work.



I never met Judith, but my interest in her is personal: My step-grandmother, Abby Mandel, was one of her authors. Around the time Julia Child got famous, Abby was a divorced Jewish mother in greater Chicago. She'd been cooking for her family--siblings first, then children--since age 8, and after recruiting Child to star at a fundraiser she was hosting for her alma mater, Smith College, she grew fascinated by the idea of cooking professionally and moved to Paris for culinary school. After training at La Varenne and in kitchens across Belgium, France, and Switzerland, she returned to Chicago and began writing features and food columns for, among other outlets, the Chicago Tribune and Bon Appetit. Soon enough, those columns turned into cookbooks, edited by Child's editor at Knopf: Judith.

Abby died 16 years ago this August, having not just written six cookbooks--including a series of Cuisinart books that taught home chefs how to use the new gadget and caused James Beard to call her the Queen of Machine Cuisine--but also founded Chicago's pioneering Green City Market, which Alice Waters once called the "best sustainable market in the country." Abby had, in every sense, impeccable taste. She was devoted to her projects. She was demanding, charming, generous, diligent, and rigorous about every single thing. I miss her more with every year. I, like Abby, love to work. I feel a true passion for my job, which might seem like a surprising statement in a social moment of work creep: Remote jobs, smartphones, and side hustles mean your work can follow you everywhere you go. Women in straight relationships, meanwhile, still tend to work a "second shift" at home, cleaning and cooking and caring more than their male partners. I don't want endless labor, and yet I think of the French doors connecting Abby's office and kitchen, remember her developing recipes with 6-year-old me perched on the counter, and wonder what advice she would have given me about braiding my work into my life.

Judith, by Franklin's account, was constantly blending the two. She befriended her authors, tested their recipes in her own kitchen, managed their egos with the same strategy of delicate persuasion she used on her husband, Dick Jones, a writer she met while living in Paris. Judith saw no reason not to use her feminine wiles at work.

Like many powerful women of her generation, she did not describe herself as a feminist. She thought the movement encouraged women to "adopt stereotypically masculine traits in a 'strident or angry way,'" which she considered counterproductive. She also bristled at the critique that Betty Friedan, the author of The Feminine Mystique, leveled at her first star, Julia Child: that cooking is fundamentally grunt work, and that by making it fun, Child was really just helping to keep women at home, working without pay.

Read: The key to Julia Child's success hid in plain sight

Judith saw things quite differently. In her childhood home, a "woman of standing" was not meant to "dirty her hands" with chores, cooking included. But once she got into the kitchen, she was enamored of the "sensual richness" of even dull or challenging prep tasks; after she and Dick, also a home chef, married, cooking together became "the anchor of their domestic life." (It also led to domestic equality: Along with cooking, Dick did more chores than Judith did.) Franklin consistently links the physical pleasures of the kitchen to both adventurousness and adulthood; the word sensual crops up constantly (Olds, a poet famous for her writing about sex, told Franklin she was thrilled to discover, in Judith, an editor who was a "fellow sensualist"). Judith plainly felt that a grown woman should know how to enjoy getting dirty and exerting herself.

Of course, it's a function of Judith's whiteness and upper-class background that she got to opt into cooking. Historically, women rarely get to choose their own relationship to domestic labor, a fact Franklin draws out in more ways than one. She describes the Black southern chef Edna Lewis, one of the most talented authors on Judith's list, fighting to make this point in The Taste of Country Cooking, which juxtaposes recipes with stories of her enslaved grandmother, who had to lay bricks all day while her children waited in their cribs. (Lewis herself, though venerated as a chef, had to hire herself out as a private cook and domestic worker well into her 60s because magazine editors and restaurant owners so habitually underpaid her.) Franklin also writes about the great suppression of women's labor after World War II, when working women were "ousted en masse from paid jobs" so men who'd been at the front could take those roles back.

Judith came of age precisely at that moment. She had to fight to hang on to jobs in publishing; the fact that she managed to do so suggests the gap between her experience and that of working-class women her age. It also reflects her grit, her talent, and her devotion to her job. She was her household's primary earner nearly her whole marriage; she pushed through years at Knopf when she got treated like--and referred to as--a secretary, even though she was editing Updike; she not only remained in publishing until her late 80s but also took on the role of author, writing a handful of books at the end of her career. Franklin describes Judith's 2009 cookbook, The Pleasures of Cooking for One, as a display of the skills--and the philosophy--Judith learned as a cookbook editor. It was a "manual for living as much as cooking." At its core was the joy Judith took in food, which she saw as both a way toward a happily physical, unconventional, grounded life and a "worthy purpose in and of itself."

Judith's passion for cooking has helped countless Americans cook for fun, exploration, and connection. At the start of her career, this would have seemed highly unlikely. In the 1950s, major manufacturers pushed convenience foods using ads that cast cooking skills as "old-fashioned and obsolete" and promised to wrap everything up so the "'poor little woman' wouldn't soil herself" with dinner prep. Judith decided to use her editorial power to resist--and maybe even counteract--this trend. She wasn't against practicalities; she did, after all, work with Abby, the Queen of Machine Cuisine. But she hated the thought of cooking getting dismissed as a tired mess or what Franklin calls a "gendered trap." Although she would not have used this language, she seems to have espoused a different kind of feminism from Friedan's, one that embraces possibility rather than condemning anything traditionally considered women's work. An interesting parallel with romantic love is hiding here: Although some feminists have tried to reject men, others have argued that straight relationships can be potential opportunities for radical repair and progress. For Judith, the kitchen was a place where radical progress could happen. She wanted to share her passion for food, which meant getting the American public on board with the idea of cooking as a "gateway to the wider world and a richer, more autonomous life."

Read: Eight cookbooks worth reading cover to cover

Julia Child was Judith's first companion in this project, and her most influential one. Gradually, though, Judith created a whole community of kindred spirits in her cookbook authors, nearly all of whom were women--and not "little housewives," as Judith said to Franklin. They were a group of curious, courageous thinkers who, with Judith's guidance, turned food into an intellectual project, writing books that, far from denigrating cooking as drudgery, presented it as a daily necessity that also, per Judith, "empowered you, that stimulated you."

My own romance with food, which began when I was a college student with my first dorm kitchen, owes a lot to Abby--and everything to Judith. I make the biscuits from The Taste of Country Cooking all summer, every summer. My copy of Marcella Hazan's The Classic Italian Cookbook is held together with painters' tape. Claudia Roden's The Book of Jewish Food has gotten me through the holidays I've spent away from home. And the rest of my cookbook collection, contemporary titles that cross the country and globe, is clearly in Judith's lineage: books that teach me cultural history along with culinary technique, that deepen my understanding of the United States and of the many diasporic communities that influence American cooking.

My daily life, too, is in a debt of sorts to Judith, something I saw plainly as I read The Editor. For me, as for Judith, food and books are routes to exploration. I garden because I cook; I walk to the farmer's market in the D.C. summer heat because I cook; I learn about sustainable agriculture because I cook. In a way, yes, this is work on top of the work I do at my desk all day, but it's pleasure and education too. Just like writing, it opens my brain up. It makes me an adventurous girl, and for that, I have Judith Jones to thank.
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        Americans Are Thinking About Immigration All Wrong
        Derek Thompson

        What's the United States' most important problem? For the past three months, Americans have offered the same answer: immigration. More than inflation or political polarization, Americans are vexed by the influx of migrants. Republicans' concerns spiked after the most recent southern-border crisis. But they're not alone. In April, the number of independents who said immigration was the country's biggest problem reached a high in Gallup polling dating back to 2014.Scolding Americans for their alarm...

      

      
        The Jury Deliberates, and Trump Posts
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.As we wait for the jury's verdict in Donald Trump's hush-money case, let's slow down a bit and ponder what the former president has told us over the past few days.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The real "deep state"
	RFK Jr.'s philosophy of contradictions
	"La Nina really can't co...

      

      
        Stop Wasting Your Fridge Space
        Yasmin Tayag

        My refrigerator has a chronic real-estate problem. The issue isn't leftovers; it's condiments. Jars and bottles have filled the door and taken over the main shelves. There's so little room between the chili crisp, maple syrup, oyster sauce, gochujang, spicy mustard, several kinds of hot sauce, and numerous other condiments that I've started stacking containers. Squeezing in new items is like simultaneously playing Tetris and Jenga. And it's all because of three little words on their labels: Refri...

      

      
        To Have or Not Have Children
        Anna Louie Sussman

        In December 1941, Etty Hillesum, a young Jewish woman living in Amsterdam, found herself unexpectedly pregnant. Hers was not a wanted pregnancy; we know from her diaries that she had never desired children, and had even considered a hysterectomy "in a rash and pleasure-loving moment." Hillesum wanted above all to be a writer. Like many women before (and after) her, Hillesum self-managed her abortion; she mentions swallowing "twenty quinine pills" and assaulting herself with "hot water and blood-c...

      

      
        Harvard's Golden Silence
        Conor Friedersdorf

        All sorts of events tempt a university to make a public statement of support or condemnation: a terrorist attack on New York City and Washington, D.C. A mass shooting at a nearby elementary school. Faculty and student enthusiasm for protest movements such as Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matter. A social reckoning like #MeToo. Thugs storming the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. In the moment, the benefits of making a statement feel as though they outweigh the costs.But the costs are real and...

      

      
        The Slasher Movie Reaches Disturbing New Heights
        David Sims

        In a Violent Nature is a slasher film designed, as most slasher films are, to unsettle and distress. It follows a group of teenagers who unintentionally disturb a grave, awaken a monster, and then get hunted through the woods by this mute, superhuman creature. The plot is stubbornly formulaic. But its presentation is somewhat radical, to the extent that I feared I was settling in for the most terrifying movie experience of all: an empty genre exercise, one that's more interested in style than in ...

      

      
        Why It's Nice to Know You
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.
My sorrow--I could not awaken
My heart to joy at the same tone--
And all I lov'd--I lov'd alone
These lines come from the American writer Edgar Allan Poe's poem "Alone," written in 1829. The poem laments his intense, painful loneliness. This isolation was perhaps self-imposed; some evidence suggests to me that Poe may have lacked interest in others. According to one obituary, Poe "had very few frie...

      

      
        A Devil's Bargain With OpenAI
        Damon Beres

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Earlier today, The Atlantic's CEO, Nicholas Thompson, announced in an internal email that the company has entered into a business partnership with OpenAI, the creator of ChatGPT. (The news was made public via a press release shortly thereafter.) Editorial content from this publication will soon be directly referenced in response to queries in OpenAI products. In practice, this means that users of ChatGPT, say...

      

      
        The Child-Nutrition Myth That Just Won't Die
        Lauren Silverman

        When my 2-year-old began favoring string cheese and croutons over peas and cauliflower, I tried to get creative. First, I mimicked the artsy approach to vegetables I remembered from childhood, starting with the classic ants on a log and then advancing to cucumber caterpillars and hummus monsters with carrot teeth. My toddler was only mildly amused. Next I turned to persuasion, repeating just how delicious bok choy is and how strong spinach would make her. On most days, I was lucky to get a single...

      

      
        The Real 'Deep State'
        Franklin Foer

        On March 18, news broke that Donald Trump intended to restore the disgraced lobbyist Paul Manafort to the ranks of his campaign advisers. In any other moral universe, this would have been an unimaginable rehabilitation. Back in 2016, as revelations about Manafort's work on behalf of pro-Kremlin politicians in Ukraine began appearing in the press, even Trump considered him a figure so toxic that he forced him to resign as chair of his campaign. Two years later, Manafort was locked up in federal pr...

      

      
        The Maternal-Mortality Crisis That Didn't Happen
        Jerusalem Demsas

        In 2019, the United States recorded twice as many maternal deaths as in 1999. You may have seen articles under headlines such as "More Mothers Are Dying" that frame this situation as a crisis. The notion that the U.S. has fallen behind other highly developed nations in addressing rising maternal deaths has filtered from academia into activist circles, newsrooms, social media, and everyday conversation. The general public might conclude: In America, pregnancy is getting deadlier by the year.Recent...

      

      
        'La Nina Really Can't Come Soon Enough'
        Marina Koren

        Updated at 3:40 p.m. ET on May 29, 2024There are still a few days left, but this month is on track to be the warmest May ever documented. In fact, every month since last June has broken worldwide temperature records. The world's oceans, which were too hot last year, are still mostly too hot now. The combination of manmade global warming, an unnatural climate phenomenon, and El Nino, a natural one, has inflated temperatures around the globe over the past year; the current El Nino event, which emer...

      

      
        You'll Become a Fan of These Fierce, Strange Girls
        Rowan Hisayo Buchanan

        Many sports, by nature, require you to push your body to the limit--beyond it, even. For young athletes, in particular, we've seen the consequences of equating physical pain with elite performance and self-worth, in the form of broken bodies and silent suffering. The less athletically inclined might wonder whether the costs of competitive sport are too high for its rewards. Fights to the death, judged by the turn of an emperor's thumb, were once popular entertainment. But we'd now think of them as...

      

      
        Is Sasha Velour in Danger?
        Hanna Rosin

        Since Sasha Velour won RuPaul's Drag Race with her spectacular rose-petal lip sync, she has been thriving in Brooklyn with her partner, Johnny Velour, and her Italian greyhound, Vanya. She wrote and illustrated The Big Reveal: An Illustrated Manifesto of Drag, drew a New Yorker cover, and sells out almost every show of her New York revue, NightGowns. So why is she bothering to take her act down to Murfreesboro, Tennessee, and Bartlesville, Oklahoma?In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Ve...

      

      
        Sweater-Eating Moths Are an Unbeatable Enemy
        Katherine J. Wu

        Every year, beginning around the end of March, my household starts planning a massacre. Our targets are our home's clothes moths: My spouse and I lay pheromone-laced traps in the closets, living room, and bedrooms; we--and our two cats--go on alert for any stray speckle of brown on a cream-colored wall. The moment we spy an insect, we'll do whatever we can to crush it. After killing dozens upon dozens, my husband and I can now snatch moths straight out of the air.None of this has been enough to eli...

      

      
        Dear Therapist: A Son I Didn't Know Existed Just Found Me
        Lori Gottlieb

        Editor's Note: On the last Monday of each month, Lori Gottlieb answers a reader's question about a problem, big or small. Have a question? Email her at dear.therapist@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear Therapist" in your inbox. Dear Therapist,My wife of 31 years and I are currently dealing with an issue that I thought happened only in books and movies, but boy, was I wrong.  I recently received an email that started out "This is going to sound strange ... but...

      

      
        An Island Community Displaced by Climate Change
        Alan Taylor

        The Panamanian government recently presented keys to new houses to about 300 families from Carti Sugtupu, a small and crowded Caribbean island that is threatened by rising sea levels and a lack of space. The indigenous communities on Carti Sugtupu and neighboring islands have faced increasing floods and damage from storms. Starting in 2015, the Panamanian Ministry of Housing began relocation plans, working on a new mainland settlement called Nuevo Carti--completed at a cost of more than $12 millio...

      

      
        Is America Ready for 'Degrowth Communism'?
        Christopher Beam

        Kohei Saito knows he sounds like a madman. That's kind of the point, the Japanese philosopher told me during a recent visit to New York City. "Maybe, then, people get shocked," he said. "What's this crazy guy saying?"The crazy idea is "degrowth communism," a combination of two concepts that are contentious on their own. Degrowth holds that there will always be a correlation between economic output and carbon emissions, so the best way to fight climate change is for wealthy nations to cut back on ...

      

      
        Mark Robinson Is Testing the Bounds of GOP Extremism
        David A. Graham

        A decade ago, Mark Robinson had a dead-end job and a nasty habit of posting anti-Semitic, homophobic, and sexist screeds on Facebook. Today he is North Carolina's lieutenant governor. This November, he could become the state's first Black governor."There is a REASON the liberal media fills the airwaves with programs about the NAZI and the '6 million Jews' they murdered," Robinson wrote on Facebook in 2017. "There is also a REASON those same liberals DO NOT FILL the airwaves with programs about th...

      

      
        How to Trust Your Brain Online
        Andrea Valdez

        Co-hosts Megan Garber and Andrea Valdez explore the web's effects on our brains and how narrative, repetition, and even a focus on replaying memories can muddy our ability to separate fact from fiction. How do we come to believe the things we do? Why do conspiracy theories flourish? And how can we train our brains to recognize misinformation online? Lisa Fazio, an associate psychology professor at Vanderbilt University, explains how people process information and disinformation, and how to debunk...

      

      
        New England and the South
        John F. Kennedy

        Editor's Note: In his first year as the Junior Senator from Massachusetts, John F. Kennedy in three incisive speeches hit hard at the unfair competitive practices that have led industry to migrate from New England to the South. He argued that substandard wages and tax subsidies are no foundation on which to build a stable economy, and then presented his program for a fairer competition--a program which he has graphically illustrated in the article which follows. Born in Brookline, educated at the ...

      

      
        RFK Jr.'s Philosophy of Contradictions
        John Hendrickson

        Robert F. Kennedy Jr. smiled, threw up a stilted wave, and made eye contact with nobody in particular. He was shuffling into Puckett's restaurant in Franklin, Tennessee, earlier this month for a plate of midday meatloaf. No advance team had peppered the room with stickers or buttons bearing his name. No one had tipped off the local media. Flanked by his press secretary and a couple of plainclothes security guards, Kennedy made his way toward a large table back near the kitchen, where he and I wer...

      

      
        The Atlantic announces product and content partnership with OpenAI
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic is announcing a strategic content and product partnership with OpenAI, which positions The Atlantic as a premium news source within OpenAI. The Atlantic's articles will be discoverable within OpenAI's products, including ChatGPT, and as a partner, The Atlantic will help to shape how news is surfaced and presented in future real-time discovery products. Queries that surface The Atlantic will include attribution and a link to read the full article on theatlantic.com.

As part of ...
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Americans Are Thinking About Immigration All Wrong

Population growth, economic growth, and income growth can be mutually reinforcing.

by Derek Thompson




What's the United States' most important problem? For the past three months, Americans have offered the same answer: immigration. More than inflation or political polarization, Americans are vexed by the influx of migrants. Republicans' concerns spiked after the most recent southern-border crisis. But they're not alone. In April, the number of independents who said immigration was the country's biggest problem reached a high in Gallup polling dating back to 2014.

Scolding Americans for their alarm is pointless. The state of U.S. immigration policy is objectively chaotic. When Joe Biden became president, he rolled back some Trump-era restrictions, at the same time that migrants began to take greater advantage of loopholes in asylum law to stay in the country longer. Meanwhile, a sharp rise in crime in parts of Central and South America, combined with the strong U.S. economy, created the conditions for migration to surge. In 2022, illegal crossings hit a record high of 2.2 million. As asylum seekers made their way north, cities struggled to house them. In New York City, so many hotel rooms are taken up by migrants that it has created a historic shortage of tourist lodging.

In a perfect world, the brokenness of America's immigration system would inspire Congress to swiftly pass new legislation convincing voters that the U.S. controls whom we let in and keep out of the country. The basic contours of this grand bargain have been fairly clear for decades. In exchange for expanded opportunities for legal immigration--more visas, more green cards, and targeted policies to increase immigration in technology and science--liberals would agree to stricter enforcement and control at the border. But major immigration reform is stuck. Changing the law requires Congress, and in the latest example of feckless delay, Donald Trump has instructed congressional Republicans to sandbag negotiations with the White House, to avoid giving the Biden administration an election-year win. What we're left with is the perception of immigration chaos, anger about the chaos, and dithering in the face of it.

If American politicians are ever going to think about immigration policy through the lens of long-term opportunity planning rather than immediate crisis response, they first need to convince the American people that those long-term opportunities exist. This case is actually easy to make. Cheaper and more plentiful houses, higher average wages, more jobs, more innovation, more scientific breakthroughs in medicine, and more state government revenue without higher taxes--all while sticking it to our geopolitical adversary, China--require more immigration. Across economics, national security, fiscal sustainability, and geopolitical power, immigration is the opposite of America's worst problem. It holds clear solutions to America's most pressing issues.

Immigration has for decades, even centuries, created a temporal paradox in American discourse: pride in the country's history of immigration coming up against fears of its present and future. Benjamin Franklin, whose father was born in England, complained that migration from Central Europe would swarm the young nation's Anglican culture with undue German influence. In the late 1800s, a more Germanic nation feared the influence of incoming Italians. A century later, a nation that had fully embraced Italian Americans bemoaned the influence of incoming Mexicans.

Ari Berman: The conservative who turned white anxiety into a movement

Although this brisk history of nativism might seem to make light of today's anti-immigrant sentiment, ignoring the fears that people have about a sudden influx of migrants is counterproductive. The border crisis is not just a news-media illusion, or a platform for empty grandstanding. It really has endangered thousands of migrants and drained city and state resources, causing a liberal backlash even in deep-blue places. Last September, New York City Mayor Eric Adams predicted that the migrant crisis would "destroy New York." As tens of thousands of migrants moved into Chicago, the city spent hundreds of millions of dollars to provide them with housing and education, building resentment among Black residents. What's more, papering over anxieties about competition from foreign-born workers is not helpful. The Harvard economist Gordon Hanson asked me to think about the experience of a barber in an American city. If immigrants moving into his area open barber shops, they might reduce his ability to retain customers, raise prices, or make rent. The logic of fear is understandable: More competition within a given industry means less income for its incumbents.

Many Americans--and, really, many residents of every other nation--think about immigration through this lens of scarcity. If the economy includes a fixed number of jobs, then more foreign-born workers means less work left for Americans. If America contains a fixed number of houses, more immigrants means less space for Americans to live.

But the truth is that no nation comprises a fixed amount of work or income. Population growth, economic growth, and income growth can be mutually reinforcing. "At the national level, immigration benefits from a more-is-more principle," Hanson told me. "More people, and more density of people, leads to good things happening, like more specialization of labor."

Specialization of labor might sound drab and technical. But it's a key part of why immigration can help even low-income workers earn more money over time. Last month, the economists Alessandro Caiumi and Giovanni Peri published a new paper concluding that, from 2000 to 2019, immigration had a "positive and significant effect" on wage growth for less educated native workers. The key mechanism, they found, is that, over time, immigrants and natives specialize in different jobs that complement one another. As low-education immigrants cluster in fields such as construction, machine operation, and home-health-aid work, native-born workers upgrade to white-collar jobs with higher pay. To take the example of the American barber, let's imagine that his son decides to go to a trade school or college to increase his skills in response to intense competition for barbers. He might be better off, making a higher wage than he would have had he remained in the profession. Although such specialization can be difficult for some people who switch out of their parents' fields, it can lead to a more dynamic economy with higher wages for all.

For the past few years, I have been thinking and writing about an abundance agenda to identify win-win policies for Americans in housing, energy, health care, and beyond. Immigration is an essential ingredient in this agenda. The U.S. must contend with a national housing shortage that has contributed to record-high living costs and bone-dry inventory in some major metros. This is a story not merely about overregulation, zoning laws, and permitting requirements, but also about labor supply. The construction industry is short several hundred thousand jobs. In the largest states--such as California, Texas, and New York--two in five construction workers are foreign-born, according to estimates by the National Association of Home Builders. "The biggest challenge that the construction industry is facing [is] that people don't want their babies to grow up to be construction workers," Brian Turmail, the vice president of public affairs at the Associated General Contractors of America, has said. If Americans want more houses, we might very well need more foreign-born workers to build them. Achieving clean-energy abundance requires immigrants too. One in six solar and photovoltaic installers is an immigrant, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and "23 percent of all green job workers are foreign born," according to a report by the Mercatus Center at George Mason University.



The debate over low-skill immigration and its effect on the economy can get a bit technical, if you're an economist, and emotional, if you're an anxious native worker. But even if Republicans and Democrats can't agree on the complex macroeconomics of letting less educated migrants enter the U.S. in higher numbers, we cannot let that disagreement hold hostage the obvious benefits of expanding our recruitment of foreign-born talents into the U.S.

Immigration-as-recruitment is a particularly useful framework as the U.S. embraces a new kind of industrial policy to build more chips and clean-energy tech domestically. As The Wall Street Journal's Greg Ip wrote, America's new economic strategy has three parts. The first is subsidies to build products in the U.S. that are crucial to our national security and energy independence, such as advanced semiconductor chips and electric vehicles. The second part is tariffs on cheap Chinese imports in these sectors. The third is explicit restrictions on Chinese technology that could be used to surveil or influence U.S. companies and people, such as Trump-era laws against Huawei equipment and the Biden-era law to force the sale of TikTok.

But this newly fashioned stool is missing an essential leg. If the U.S. is going to become more strategically selfish about protecting key industries such as computer-chip manufacturing from foreign competition, we need to revamp our high-skill-immigration policy too. In fact, the new American economic paradigm doesn't make any sense otherwise. As a rich country, the U.S. will be at a disadvantage in semiconductor manufacturing because of our higher labor costs. If we can't win on costs, we have to win on brains. That means staffing our semiconductor factories with the world's most talented workers.

Jack Herrera: Is Texas about to turn Latinos into single-issue voters?

Semiconductor manufacturing requires a highly specialized workforce that is distributed around the world and concentrated in Asia. A large share of workers in advanced-chip manufacturing live in India and China. But green-card caps limit their ability to move to the U.S. As a result, we're at risk of spending tens of billions of dollars on factories and products without a plan to staff them. "The talent shortage is the most critical issue confronting the semiconductor industry today," Ajit Manocha, the president of the industry association for semiconductor equipment and materials manufacturers, said in 2022. This is a fixable problem. The Economic Innovation Group, a centrist think tank, has proposed a "Chipmaker's Visa" that would annually authorize an accelerated path to a green card for 10,000 immigrants with specialized skills in semiconductor manufacturing.

What's true for chipmaking is also true for AI development. According to the Federation of American Scientists, more "top-tier" AI researchers are born in China than in any other country in the world. But two-thirds of these elite researchers work in the U.S. The number could probably be even higher if the U.S. had a smarter, future-looking immigration policy regime. The administration has already taken small steps forward. In October, Biden issued an executive order that asked existing authorities to streamline visa criteria for immigrants with expertise in AI. More could be done with congressional help.

If the U.S. is in the early stages of a new cold war with the authoritarian axis of China, Russia, and Iran, we can't logically pursue an industrial policy without an equally purposeful immigration policy. Immigration policy is industrial policy, because immigrants have for decades been a linchpin in our technological growth. As Jeremy Neufeld, a fellow at the Institute for Progress, has written, 30 percent of U.S. patents, almost 40 percent of U.S. Nobel Prizes in science, and more than 50 percent of billion-dollar U.S. start-ups belong to immigrants. And yet, we've allowed waiting times for green cards to grow, while the number of applicants stuck in immigration backlogs has gotten so large that some talented immigrants have stopped waiting and left the U.S. entirely. This is madness. Failing to solve the immigration-recruitment kludge as we spend hundreds of billions of dollars on technology subsidies is about as strategic as training to run a marathon while subsisting on a diet of donuts. When it comes to high-skill-immigration policy, we are getting in our own way.

Immigration is central to America's national security, industrial policy, abundance agenda, affordability crisis, and technological dominance. Without a higher number of foreign-born workers, the U.S. will have less of everything that makes us materially prosperous. But none of these advantages should distract immigration proponents from the fact that failure to secure the border is a gift to immigration restrictionists. Border chaos is horrendous branding for the pro-immigration cause.

"Immigration is too important to be chaotic," Hanson, the economist, told me. "Chaos leads to short-term policy fixes. But you don't want a 10-month immigration policy for the U.S. You want a 100-year immigration policy."

Taking that 100-year view leads to perhaps the most powerful case for expanding immigration. The Lancet recently published an analysis of global population trends through the end of the 21st century. By 2064, the worldwide human population will peak, researchers projected, at which point almost every rich country will have been shrinking for decades. Fertility is already below replacement level in almost every rich industrialized country in the world. In Japan and South Korea, there are already fewer working-age adults with every passing year. China's birth rate has fallen by 50 percent in just the past decade. Within a few years, immigration will be the only dependable lever of population growth for every rich industrialized nation.

The U.S. faces a stark choice. Politicians can squander the fact that the U.S. is the world's most popular destination for people on the move. They can frame immigration as a persistent threat to U.S. national security, U.S. workers, and the solidity of U.S. culture. Or they can take the century-long view and recognize that America's national security, the growth of the U.S. labor force, and the project of American greatness all depend on a plan to demonstrate enough control over the border that we can continue to expand immigration without incurring the wrath of restrictionists.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/05/america-needs-philosophical-reboot-immigration-policy/678535/?utm_source=feed
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The Jury Deliberates, and Trump Posts

Outside the courtroom, the former president is showing voters who he really is.

by Charles Sykes




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


As we wait for the jury's verdict in Donald Trump's hush-money case, let's slow down a bit and ponder what the former president has told us over the past few days.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real "deep state"
 	RFK Jr.'s philosophy of contradictions
 	"La Nina really can't come soon enough."




A Week of Angry Posts

On Memorial Day, while the nation mourned its honored dead, Donald Trump took to Truth Social to denounce "the Human Scum" who are "working so hard to destroy our Once Great Country."

In the post, Trump did not mention the fallen soldiers whom, in the past, he has referred to as "suckers" and "losers." But he did take the occasion to lash out at "the Radical Left, Trump Hating Federal Judge in New York" who had described what he did to E. Jean Carroll as "rape," and the "N.Y. State Wacko Judge [Arthur Engoron] who fined me almost 500 Million Dollars (UNDER APPEAL) for DOING NOTHING WRONG."

In a separate post the night before, Trump went after the "Radical, highly Conflicted Judge Juan Merchan," who is presiding over the hush-money criminal trial in which the jury has begun deliberations. Trump also denounced "the Corrupt, Soros backed D.A., Alvin Bragg," whom he accused of being "controlled by Crooked Joe Biden's White House." As I wrote last month, Trump's broader strategy is to delegitimize the justice system as a whole--and to spread fear within the institutions tasked with holding him accountable.

Trump also took the time in his Memorial Day Truth Social post to resume his attacks on Carroll herself--the woman he has been found liable for sexually abusing, and then defaming, and then defaming again. He already owes her $91 million, but he felt the need, apparently, to once again accuse her of lying about his assault of her.

Amid all of the angry and unhinged rants, Trump's attack on Carroll was particularly notable because it could prove even more expensive for the former president. Caroll's attorney, Roberta Kaplan, has previously suggested that Carroll could file a third defamation suit against Trump for his continued comments about her. "We have said several times since the last jury verdict in January that all options were on the table," Kaplan said in response to Monday's post. "And that remains true today--all options are on the table."

Meanwhile, The Washington Post reports that Trump is promising donors that he would deport pro-Palestinian protesters. As The Atlantic's David Graham notes, protest is "an essential element of American freedom and is not itself against the law." The threat, David writes, "is classic Trump: vindictive, nonsensical, disproportionate, and based on the assumption that deportation is the answer to America's problems." I could list other dangerous and nonsensical recent statements, but I'll end with this one: Trump's Memorial Day rant came just a little over 24 hours after he shared a video of a man furiously raving at MSNBC's Joe Scarborough--and liberals in general. The man declares that Trump will "get rid of all you fucking liberals. You liberals are gone when he fucking wins. You fucking blow-job liberals are done. Uncle Donnie's gonna take this election--landslide."

The New Republic's Greg Sargent noted that this apparent endorsement of the idea that "liberals" will be "done" if Trump wins "should be placed alongside Trump's other recent threats, such as his vow that news organizations will be 'thoroughly scrutinized' if he wins, his promise to persecute his 'vermin'-like political foes, and his threat to prosecute a range of enemies without cause." Taken together, as Sargent points out, these threats paint a clear picture of how Trump intends to treat ideological adversaries once in office.

The gravity and volume of Trump's concerning statements, and the ways that they interconnect, are not always reflected back by major media coverage. A November study by Media Matters for America found that major news outlets gave "dramatically less coverage" to Trump's description of his enemies as "vermin" earlier that month than they devoted to Hillary Clinton's remark about a "basket of deplorables" in 2016. Among other findings, the Media Matters review notes that the Big Three broadcast-TV networks "provided 18 times more coverage" of Clinton's comment than of Trump's.

I offer the above list as a reminder of what the man the Republican Party is set to coronate for the presidency this summer is telling us outside the courtroom. For the moment, Trump's fate is in the hands of a New York jury. But ultimately, his fate will be up to the voters, won't it? Millions of voters seem disengaged from this year's campaign. A New York Times analysis of recent polling found that Trump's current lead rests with voters "who aren't paying close attention to politics, who don't follow traditional news and who don't regularly vote." Young voters seem especially dismayed about the election and cynical about the stakes.

But Trump continues to tell us who he is and what he intends to do. We've been warned, and nobody--including that jury--is coming to save us before November.

Related:

	Trump has a new plan to deal with campus protesters.
 	The Trumpian vertigo of American politics




Today's News

	Jurors in Donald Trump's New York criminal trial began deliberations. They asked to rehear parts of the testimony from Michael Cohen, Trump's former lawyer, and David Pecker, the ex-publisher of the National Enquirer.
 	Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito said in a letter to lawmakers that he would not recuse himself from two upcoming cases about the 2020 presidential election and the U.S. Capitol riot after recent news stories reported that two controversial flags flew at his homes.
 	Israel's national security adviser said that the war in Gaza would last at least until the end of the year.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Clouds are one of the greatest climate mysteries left, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


H. Armstrong Roberts / Getty



The Child-Nutrition Myth That Just Won't Die

By Lauren Silverman

The fact that stealth cooking has remained so popular is amazing when you consider how much work it is. You might spend an extra hour cooking, say, chicken nuggets from scratch with pureed beets tucked inside--versus buying a bag of regular chicken nuggets from the supermarket. But if it helps your toddler get their recommended cup or cup and a half of vegetables each day, it's worth it, right?
 The nutrition experts I spoke with say it's not.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What if Iran already has the bomb?
 	Nuclear energy's bottom line
 	Washington State has been sitting on a secret weapon against climate change.




Culture Break


Netflix



Watch. Glen Powell proves he's so much more than a strapping hunk in Richard Linklater's Hit Man (out now in theaters).

Read. Headshot, Rita Bullwinkel's debut novel, follows eight teenagers who fight one another to win the title of the best under-18 female boxer in America.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/05/the-jury-deliberates-and-trump-posts/678536/?utm_source=feed
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Stop Wasting Your Fridge Space

Food storage is way more confusing than it ought to be.

by Yasmin Tayag




My refrigerator has a chronic real-estate problem. The issue isn't leftovers; it's condiments. Jars and bottles have filled the door and taken over the main shelves. There's so little room between the chili crisp, maple syrup, oyster sauce, gochujang, spicy mustard, several kinds of hot sauce, and numerous other condiments that I've started stacking containers. Squeezing in new items is like simultaneously playing Tetris and Jenga. And it's all because of three little words on their labels: Refrigerate after opening.



But a lot of the time, these instructions seem confusing, if not just unnecessary. Pickles are usually kept cold after opening, but the whole point of pickling is preservation. The same is true of fermented things, such as sauerkraut, kimchi, and certain hot sauces. Ketchup bottles are a fixture of diner counters, and vessels of chili oil and soy sauce sit out on the tables at Chinese restaurants. So why must they take up valuable fridge space at home?



Meanwhile, foods languish in the pantry when they would do better in the fridge. Nuts develop an off-taste after a few months; spices fade to dust in roughly the same time span. Recently, a bag of flaxseed I'd bought just a few weeks earlier went rancid and began to smell like paint thinner. A lot of commonly unrefrigerated foods could benefit from cold storage, Kasiviswanathan Muthukumarappan, a refrigeration expert at South Dakota State University, told me. Yet maddeningly, they aren't labeled as such, whereas many shelf-stable foods are refrigerated by default. The conventions of food storage are full of inconsistencies, wasting not only precious refrigerator space but sometimes also food itself.



Judging by a trip to the grocery store, there are two kinds of foods: fridge foods and pantry foods. Pasta and granola bars, for example, are kept at room temperature, whereas fresh foods such as meat, dairy, and produce are kept cold. These types of highly perishable items are defined by the FDA as "temperature control for safety" foods, and keeping them below 40 degrees Fahrenheit slows the growth of many harmful microbes, which can cause food poisoning. Outside the fridge, pathogenic microbes grow rapidly: According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, these foods shouldn't be left unrefrigerated for even just two hours.



But the binary--fridge foods and pantry foods--is too simplistic. Many condiments, for example, exist in a murky middle ground. Some mustards can sit out on a counter, whereas others are prone to mold, Karen Schaich, a food-science professor at Rutgers University, told me. Relishes, which are usually chopped pickled vegetables or fruits, can also develop mold or yeast fermentation if not refrigerated. In part, it comes down to their sugar content: Microbes don't thrive in acidic conditions, but they generally do like some sugar. A broad rule of thumb is that "extremely tart or sour" condiments are usually safe to leave on the counter, as long as they aren't also sweet, Schaich said.



Proper food storage just can't be boiled down to a single question--to chill or not to chill?--because the effects of refrigeration are twofold. Beyond safety, the fridge helps maintain a food's flavor. It does this in part by slowing the growth of spoilage microbes, which usually aren't harmful but produce revolting flavors and odors. The fridge also slows natural processes that degrade quality. Once safety is controlled for, "chemistry takes over," Schaich said, referring to reactions that cause food to develop weird or gross flavors over months or even years.



The big one is oxidation, which is responsible for many foul odors, tastes, and textures in food, such as stale Cheerios and oil that smells like Play-Doh. It's caused by exposure to oxygen and accelerated by factors including time, moisture, bacteria, light, and, crucially, heat. Refrigeration keeps food tasting fresh by controlling for the latter. That's why products such as Heinz ketchup and Kikkoman soy sauce have labels saying they should be stored in the fridge: not for safety, but for flavor. Put them in your pantry, and they're unlikely to make you sick.



When it comes to maintaining flavor, one molecule is more consequential than others. "It's the fat that matters," Muthukumarappan said. Fatty foods--certain nuts such as pecans and walnuts, some kinds of oil--oxidize and go rancid, usually developing sour or bitter flavors and, sometimes, the tangy smell of metal or the waxy one of crayons. It makes sense to refrigerate peanut butter, and nuts in general, Muthukumarappan said. Better yet, store them in the freezer if you plan on keeping them for years. Grains are likewise vulnerable to rancidity: Hemp seeds have a high oil content and can oxidize within months, and so can some types of flour, Schaich said--in particular, whole-grain flours such as rye and spelt. Storing them in the refrigerator is better than in the cupboard, she said, but vacuum-sealing them to remove oxygen, then putting them in the freezer, is best for long-term storage.



There are other reasons you might want to put things in the refrigerator. Spices don't usually become rancid, but their potency fades. A milk-carton-size container of smoked paprika I ordered about a year ago is now basically red sawdust. Old cumin smells dull, like pencil shavings. The flavor and pungency of spices comes from volatile oils, which too are vulnerable to oxidation. Staleness, Muthukumarappan told me, is usually caused by repeated exposure to the air--as in, regularly opening and closing a spice jar. Keeping spices near heat and light can accelerate the process. The freezer is useful if you plan to store spices long term, provided that they're kept in airtight containers. But if they're going to be used frequently, it's best for them to stay at room temperature. Keeping them cold risks condensation forming every time the container is opened, potentially leading to clumps, off-flavors, or even microbial growth, Luke LaBorde, a food-science professor at Penn State, told me.



In all my years of cooking, I can't remember seeing a ketchup bottle that said it was okay to store at room temperature, just as I've never come across a spice jar that was meant to be kept in the freezer. Storage instructions on foods, or lack thereof, manifest a different reality, one where proper storage techniques aren't general knowledge but insider information: There probably won't be any refrigeration instructions on a bag of pine nuts, but if you know, you know. Expecting every product to have detailed instructions is unrealistic. A simpler storage system, if a more space-intensive one, might be to keep everything cold by default. That way, at least most foods would be safer, and presumably stay fresher. When I asked Muthukumarappan whether any foods would taste better if stored at room temperature, he said he couldn't think of any. Yet there is still lively debate over whether tomatoes, bread, eggs, butter, and olive oil taste best at room temperature.



The fridge-pantry dichotomy will never fully encompass the murky science of food safety, and the experts don't always agree. Even the rules for produce aren't totally clear-cut: All sliced fruit, but not all whole fruit, should be kept cold--especially sliced melons. Unlike most fruits, melons aren't very acidic, making them more hospitable to pathogenic microbes, LaBorde said. Garlic is safe for several months when kept at room temperature, but homemade garlic-in-oil carries the risk of botulism unless refrigerated.



There's only one way to reclaim our fridge space and avoid rancid nuts, stale oats, and moldy jellies: thinking beyond the fridge-pantry binary. In particular, factor in how long and where you intend on storing food. It's not always easy: Buy in bulk from Costco, where you can get a five-pound bag of walnuts and a gallon of mayonnaise, and food can easily linger--or be forgotten--in a humid pantry for months, even years. Still, if a bottle of ketchup is going to get used up in a week of summer barbecues, you can let it hang out on the counter. Went nuts when the walnuts went on sale? Freeze some for future you.

The science of food storage was widely known several generations ago because it was taught in American schools, Schaich told me. Now we're on our own. Although we're unlikely to ever grasp all of its complexities, understanding it just a little more has some advantages. Disregarding the recommendation to refrigerate an open jar of capers gave me a frisson of excitement--not just because it felt like breaking an imperfect rule, but because of the space it opened up in my fridge.
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To Have or Not Have Children

A new book earnestly wrestles with what it means to bring a person into the world.<strong> </strong>

by Anna Louie Sussman




In December 1941, Etty Hillesum, a young Jewish woman living in Amsterdam, found herself unexpectedly pregnant. Hers was not a wanted pregnancy; we know from her diaries that she had never desired children, and had even considered a hysterectomy "in a rash and pleasure-loving moment." Hillesum wanted above all to be a writer. Like many women before (and after) her, Hillesum self-managed her abortion; she mentions swallowing "twenty quinine pills" and assaulting herself with "hot water and blood-curdling instruments." She left behind an account not just of her methods, but of her reasoning. "All I want is to keep someone out of this miserable world. I shall leave you in a state of unbornness, rudimentary being that you are, and you ought to be grateful to me. I almost feel a little tenderness for you," she wrote. Hillesum was aware of the dire political circumstances around her, but her rationale was entirely personal. As she explained to the entity growing within her, her "tainted family" was "riddled with hereditary disease." She swore that "no such unhappy human being would ever spring from my womb."

Eighty-three years later, the Dutch philosopher Mara van der Lugt looks to Hillesum in contemplating a central question she believes that everyone must attempt to answer for themselves: that of whether or not to have children. In her new book, Begetting: What Does It Mean to Create a Child?, van der Lugt locates in Hillesum's words no less than "the beginning of an ethics of creation," an earnest wrestling with the act of bringing a new person into the world. She argues that childbearing is too often framed as a matter of desire and capacity--wanting or not wanting children, being able or unable to have them--when it should be a moral one. Procreation, she proposes, is a "problem--a personal, ethical and philosophical problem, especially in a secular age." Perhaps, she ventures, it is "the greatest philosophical problem of our time."

Asking such a question in an era when two-thirds of the global population live in places with fertility rates below replacement level may seem counterintuitive (and to pronatalist policy makers, downright counterproductive). Clearly, many people of reproductive age have decided against parenthood, even though it is still the far more common path. (Decades after contraception was legalized for unmarried people in the U.S., more than 84 percent of women in their 40s had given birth.) But van der Lugt is less interested in the outcomes, and even in the reasons people give for having or not having children, than in the question itself. At the core of her argument are two facts: First, that a person cannot consent to being born, and second, that there is a high likelihood they will experience at least some suffering in their lifetime. As incontrovertible as these assertions are, I've rarely heard people outside of environmentalist circles talk about their hypothetical children in these terms.

These two facts, van der Lugt maintains, should be sufficient to trouble common assumptions about begetting--chief among them the notion that having children is inherently good. She wants her readers to reconsider the language people use about childbearing, which usually revolves around choice or preferences. Instead, she argues, begetting "should be seen as an act of creation, a cosmic intervention, something great, and wondrous--and terrible": Hardly something one should undertake without pausing to examine why.



In her 20s, van der Lugt looked around her peer group and saw people becoming parents without what appeared to be much consideration, sometimes, "seemingly, just for fun." One day, at a restaurant in Rotterdam, a friend she calls Sylvia tells her, "I actually believe having children is immoral." Sylvia reasons that because "life always contains some suffering"--ordinary or severe mental or physical illness, emotional pain, and all sorts of other potential harms--bringing a child into the world inevitably adds to that misery. Van der Lugt is shocked, and unconvinced by Sylvia's argument. The two begin an ongoing debate about the morality of childbearing, which is eventually joined by a third friend. These discussions spur van der Lugt to reexamine her long-held assumptions, a process that forms the basis of the book.

Read: Why are women freezing their eggs? Look to the men.

Van der Lugt draws on a wide and eclectic mix of sources as she builds her arguments. Among them: Lord Byron's Cain: A Mystery, for its explicit connection of "the problem of suffering and evil" to procreation, and Hanya Yanagihara's novel A Little Life, in which one character asserts that being a friend is enough to make a meaningful existence. Insights from popular media such as The West Wing and The Hunger Games are put in conversation with the work of philosophers including Arthur Schopenhauer, Friedrich Nietzsche, Michael Sandel, and the early ecologist Peter Wessel Zapffe.

She begins by examining the ideas of several antinatalist philosophers. Antinatalists come in many stripes, ranging from those who believe that humans threaten the well-being of nonhuman animals and the environment to some who are simply misanthropic; the most worthwhile of these arguments, van der Lugt believes, are the ones that are grounded in concern for the welfare of fellow people. She engages extensively with the controversial South African philosopher David Benatar, who wrote in his 2006 book, Better Never to Have Been: The Harm of Coming Into Existence, that "so long as a life contains even the smallest quantity of bad, coming into existence is a harm." This idea carries with it, in Benatar's view, an obligation not to procreate; the duty to avoid harm far outweighs the possibility of bestowing a benefit, especially on someone whose consent cannot be obtained. (The logical conclusion of this view is eventual human extinction.) Benatar dismisses the notion of life being good and worth living as the product of the human tendency to hold more tightly to our positive experiences than negative or painful ones. But surely, as van der Lugt counters, "we are an authority on this, the value of our own lives?"

Still, the possibility of suffering does make any act of procreation a gamble with someone else's life, irrespective of how valuable, good, or even sacred we deem our own lives, or human life in general. So how do we apply this bleak calculus to our individual choices? One's intuitive response might be "to distinguish mere possibility from probability." Most people, van der Lugt continues, likely believe, at least in the abstract, that we shouldn't create people "who will most probably lead miserable lives," such as a child with a hereditary disease that will cause them immense physical pain and an early death. But they probably wouldn't argue that we "have a duty to avoid creating people who might just possibly lead miserable lives." She is careful to note that making such a judgment on behalf of others is a dicey prospect, one reason she is unconvinced by some people's assertion that life is, on net, bad. The late disability-rights activist Harriet McBryde Johnson, for instance, asserted that the "presence or absence of a disability doesn't predict quality of life," in response to arguments like those of the philosopher Peter Singer, who has said that parents should have the option to euthanize disabled babies if they judge that their infant's life will be "so miserable as not to be worth living."

Of course, this question of possibility versus probability falls unevenly on the shoulders of different groups. "Any child you bring into existence could be assaulted, raped, tortured, or murdered," writes Benatar. "It could be sent to war. It could be kidnapped, abducted, imprisoned, or executed." Well, yes. But in a profoundly unequal society, some people are, statistically, far more likely to suffer the sorts of harms that Benatar mentions. We know that Black Americans are about five times more likely to be incarcerated in state prisons than white Americans. We know that in the U.S., women are seven times more likely to be rape victims than men. We know that the children of poor parents are far more likely to end up poor themselves.

Van der Lugt's book does not engage enough with how we might figure these realities into discussions on begetting, or what the implications of doing so would be. Although she is clear that moral debates about childbirth should be kept separate from legal or policy guidelines, we have long lived in a society that regulates birth--either through racist and classist messages about who should and shouldn't reproduce, or through legislation, such as the current broad restrictions on abortion in the United States. The Buck v. Bell decision of 1927 authorized sterilization for "imbeciles," and in 1983 the Milwaukee legislature passed a bill that made artificially inseminating welfare recipients medical malpractice. Then there's our insurance regime, in which Medicaid beneficiaries can generally get contraception but not fertility care. "Insurers pay for the poor to get birth control and for the rich to get IVF," the historian Laura Briggs has written, a system underpinned by reasoning she calls "precisely eugenic." If the logical end point of certain antinatalist arguments is that groups bearing the burden of living in an unjust society must subject their family planning to additional moral scrutiny, perhaps something is wrong with the premise.

Read: Why parents struggle so much in the world's richest country

Probability and possibility come into play again in van der Lugt's treatment of the climate crisis, which has generated ambivalence about begetting; these hesitations have been perhaps most loudly voiced by people--white, middle-class, college-educated--whose reproduction has historically been encouraged. She acknowledges that the apparent inexorability of climate change makes the possibility of suffering far more of a certainty for many more people. "If there is anything we can be certain of, it is that the world is changing, and not for the better," she writes. Yet to say that creating children is a uniquely vexed question today is to engage in what van der Lugt calls "temporal exceptionalism," because life involves pain no matter what. Even if we were to solve climate change tomorrow, she points out, the concerns raised by the antinatalists--the potential harm and horror of human life--are still on the table. "When the question of climate has been answered, the question of begetting remains," she writes.



Are there any good reasons to have children? Van der Lugt finds all of the most common ones wanting. Among the "worse reasons" she cites are "to remain 'in-step' with [one's] peers," to save a relationship, or out of fear of regret or missing out. Uncritically accepting "the Biological Narrative," as she calls "the language of biology, of hormones, of physical urges," demeans the procreative act. Giving little credence to the evolutionary drive to propagate the human species, she instead suggests that "we might do better to emphasise not the urge itself, but the ability consciously to act, or not to act, upon it." Other stock answers on the "better" end of the spectrum, such as "happiness, fulfillment, meaningfulness," are also deemed insufficient. In van der Lugt's view, expecting a child to provide those things places too great a burden on the child. Even the most obvious reason, "love" (my instinctive answer), is dismissed as logically inadequate. "Even if it is possible to experience love for a non-existent child," van der Lugt writes, "love alone cannot justify all things." After all, she notes, when it comes to existing people, mere love (or what she says is more accurately termed "longing" in the case of a child one hasn't yet met) is not an adequate reason to do anything to them without their consent.

If the question has no one simple answer, it is still, van der Lugt insists, vital to ask it, and to ask it in the correct way, using language that moves away from entitlement and desire ("having" or "wanting" children) and toward "a concept of fragility and accountability"--the idea that we are entrusted with children, responsible for them. Although many people speak of childbearing as "giving the gift of life," van der Lugt argues that this unidirectional characterization is mistaken. "If life is 'given' at all, it is given both to the parents and to the child: neither is giver, but to both it is bestowed," she writes.

Thus, perhaps, one possible approach to begetting is to begin with humility, combined with a deep appreciation for the fragility of existence. Van der Lugt's model for this stance is once again Etty Hillesum. Writing in the Nazi transit camp of Westerbork, where she remained for several months before boarding a train to Poland, where she and her family were killed, Hillesum insists that "life is glorious and magnificent," even as she bears witness to the misery around her. Her searching examination of her own existence left her full of gratitude, yet still did not compel her to give life to someone else, for how could she insist, or predict, that that person might face the adversity she experienced with the same extraordinary grace. As van der Lugt writes, "The principle of gratitude and acceptance, according to which life is worth living 'despite everything,' is one that she applies firmly to herself, but only hesitatingly to others."

Those who do choose to beget might also adopt this same humility. Bidding someone forth, conjuring a new person from a couple of cells, is an act of tremendous magnitude, one whose meaning is perhaps too great and abstract to grasp or articulate with any precision. Before undertaking it, we should commit to the same unsparing self-examination. This, in the end, is van der Lugt's request of us: to pose the question of begetting to ourselves, and to answer it for only ourselves.
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Harvard's Golden Silence

The university will no longer make statements about political matters. Other schools should follow suit.

by Conor Friedersdorf




All sorts of events tempt a university to make a public statement of support or condemnation: a terrorist attack on New York City and Washington, D.C. A mass shooting at a nearby elementary school. Faculty and student enthusiasm for protest movements such as Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matter. A social reckoning like #MeToo. Thugs storming the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. In the moment, the benefits of making a statement feel as though they outweigh the costs.

But the costs are real and cumulative, as Harvard has learned in the seven months since Hamas's October 7 attack on Israel. Alumni and students on both sides of the Gaza conflict have called on the school to condemn the atrocities of their enemies, or sympathize with their pain, or affirm their political positions, values, sentiments, or sense of morality. It could not please everyone, and its president, Claudine Gay, had to step down under pressure.

In a report released on Tuesday, Harvard has come to the wise conclusion that the institution should stop issuing "official statements about public matters that do not directly affect the university's core function."

Robert P. George: Universities should not be ideological churches

It will be interesting to see whether Harvard's leaders can heed that advice and resist making statements through Election Day. Until then, other institutions would be wise to follow Harvard's example and adopt their own policy of institutional neutrality. Universities have never possessed moral clarity. Knowledge creation requires rewarding dissent and epistemic modesty, qualities that are incompatible with institutional solidarity or real-time judgments about who is on "the right side of history."

Institutional neutrality is most closely associated with the University of Chicago, where the Kalven report was adopted in 1967. It notes that "the instrument of dissent and criticism is the individual faculty member or the individual student," not the head administrator or any entity that purports to express any collective view. "The university is the home and sponsor of critics; it is not itself the critic," the report states.

Harvard's new report follows a similar rationale. It says, "The integrity and credibility of the institution are compromised when the university speaks officially on matters outside its institutional area of expertise." Its leaders, after all, are hired for "skill in leading an institution," not "expertise in public affairs." And when university leaders habitually release statements, they face pressure from competing sides of nearly every issue, distracting "from the university's essential purpose."

It also notes that choosing a side "can undermine the inclusivity of the university community. It may make it more difficult for some members of the community to express their views when they differ from the university's official position." The report advises against even statements of empathy pertaining to wars, natural disasters, and persecution, because "the university runs the risk of appearing to care more about some places and events than others" and "runs the risk of alienating some members of the community by expressing implicit solidarity with others." And "anodyne official statements may cause further distress to the very groups they are meant to comfort."

Conor Friedersdorf: The wrong way to fight anti-Semitism on campus

The report closes by advising that when pressure builds to make an official statement, Harvard should refer to its new policy and clarify the reason for its silence: "the belief that the purpose of the university is best served by speaking only on matters directly relevant to its function and not by issuing declarations on other matters, however important."

As university leaders pronounce less, faculty and students should feel more free to step up and speak up, not on behalf of any collective, but as individuals who prefer constructive discourse to groupthink. For those who crave pronouncements from the top, there is still religion.
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The Slasher Movie Reaches Disturbing New Heights

<em>In a Violent Nature</em> might seem like a purely aesthetic exercise. But its experimentation elevates an all-too-familiar genre.

by David Sims




In a Violent Nature is a slasher film designed, as most slasher films are, to unsettle and distress. It follows a group of teenagers who unintentionally disturb a grave, awaken a monster, and then get hunted through the woods by this mute, superhuman creature. The plot is stubbornly formulaic. But its presentation is somewhat radical, to the extent that I feared I was settling in for the most terrifying movie experience of all: an empty genre exercise, one that's more interested in style than in substance.

The writer-director Chris Nash runs the risk of seeming pretentiously self-aware in his feature debut, which is in theaters this week and is worth watching if you have a high enough tolerance for gore. In a Violent Nature is a horror film about the experience of watching a horror film; it prods the audience to consider the artificiality of genre classics such as Friday the 13th, which it is consciously aping and subverting. In almost every slasher, the camera tends to stick with the victims as they navigate frightening scenarios and are picked off by a mostly unseen villain. But In a Violent Nature is told from the point of view of the silent predator as he tromps around the Ontario wilderness in search of his next quarry.

The movie essentially raises the question: What is the killer doing for most of a slasher film's running time? If you're watching a Halloween or a Friday the 13th, in which the personality-free antagonist is more a force of nature than a scheming rogue, the murderer is on-screen for only a handful of minutes. Michael Myers and Jason Voorhees are nightmarish, but they're not exactly leading men; the films they "star" in are always, by necessity, centered on the people they're chasing. Nash starts things off differently, focusing on an old abandoned locket, the sort of detail many viewers might not notice. We then see a hand snatch the locket away, and it's quickly clear that this action has disturbed a burial ground, because out of the earth pops a large, desiccated man named Johnny (played by Ry Barrett).

Read: How Wes Craven redefined horror

As in any such horror film, Johnny has plenty of overactive teenagers to stalk, and all seem to be wrapped up in the typical interpersonal dramas that define these stories. But the audience only overhears snippets of conversations, and has to guess at what flirtations or tensions might be motivating the campers to split off, go swimming, or do anything else that leaves them vulnerable. That's because the viewer stays with Johnny, the camera usually hovering above his shoulder as he lurches through the trees. His movements seem almost aimless--until he crosses another teen's path and we're treated to a scene of involved and intense maiming.

The film most recalls Gus Van Sant's meditative and upsetting 2003 film, Elephant, which presented a school shooting as an abstract visual exercise, following teenagers as they meander through hallways before the plot curdles into something deeply chilling. In Elephant, Van Sant was trying to unpack the mundanity of life, and how the routine can turn unthinkable in an instant. And although Jonathan Glazer's The Zone of Interest took a different formal approach (using static, surveillance-like cameras to track the action), that film was similarly intent on creating a banal backdrop for brutality. In a Violent Nature is not nearly so heady, and is steeped in the silliness of slashers, which is why I was worried it would be undermined by its winking nature.

But despite the film's knowing edge, it's still really scary to follow a hooded, hook-wielding butcher through the woods, anticipating whatever round of chaos he is about to unleash next. In a Violent Nature judiciously spreads out its kills, but when they arrive, they are extremely nasty, achieved with impressive practical effects and a methodical, straightforward presentation. There are no quick cuts here, no goofy ways of hiding gore from the audience: Nash wants the viewer to engage with the pure terror of what's going on just as much as he wants them to sit in the tedium of it. The result is a film as worthy as its predecessors--and one of the most unsettling examples of the genre I've seen in years.
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Why It's Nice to Know You

Being understood yourself starts with taking the trouble to understand others.

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.

My sorrow--I could not awaken
 My heart to joy at the same tone--
 And all I lov'd--I lov'd alone


These lines come from the American writer Edgar Allan Poe's poem "Alone," written in 1829. The poem laments his intense, painful loneliness. This isolation was perhaps self-imposed; some evidence suggests to me that Poe may have lacked interest in others. According to one obituary, Poe "had very few friends, and he was the friend of very few--if any." It's not that no one was interested in him; it's that he wasn't interested in them, which made impossible the friendship that he--like all people--would have needed.

Do you feel a longing to be known that is not being met? If so, then--in that, at least--you are not alone. According to a survey conducted by the health services company Cigna and the market-research company Ipsos in 2018, more than half of U.S. adults said they always or sometimes felt that "no one knows them well." If this includes you, you may be suffering from what we could call Poe syndrome, in which your inattention to others is at the root of the problem.

Daniel Engber: Edgar Allan Poe's other obsession

A great deal of research has demonstrated that feeling known by others brings higher well-being. For example, one study in 2008 showed that when measuring life satisfaction on a one-to-seven scale, simply feeling "more understood" on a given day pushed up satisfaction by nearly half a point. The scholars also noticed significant gender differences: For instance, when women felt misunderstood, their life satisfaction fell by about three times more than men's.

Neuroscientists have explored the effects of being known and understood. Using fMRI technology, they have found that feeling understood activates pleasure centers in the brain, such as the ventral striatum, while feeling misunderstood stimulates pain centers, such as the anterior insula. This finding makes evolutionary sense, insofar as we tend to succeed better in close communities when others know and understand us, and we are more under threat of rejection when we don't have that understanding from others. So, even in modern times, when no one knows you well, or your partner seems not to understand you, your brain may send out an alarm that corresponds to the ancient warning that you might soon be wandering the savannah alone.

We tend to thrive more by being known than we do by knowing others. For example, scholars found that knowledge of one's spouse improved adjustment to marriage, enhanced intimacy, and increased trust. However, being known by your spouse improved all three measures of marital happiness by about twice as much. Interestingly, research shows that for straight men and women, knowing that their partner is trying to understand them is even more important than that they actually succeed in doing so. And this perspective is more strongly tied to relationship satisfaction for women.

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

The asymmetry between wanting to know others and being known by them presents an inherent problem, because relationships require reciprocity: If I don't do the work to know you deeply, a relationship doesn't form in which you will know me. This vicious cycle--Poe syndrome again--is made much worse when you are lonely to begin with; researchers have demonstrated that loneliness can lead to self-centeredness. In other words, if no one knows you well and you are thus lonely, that may make you more self-focused and less interested in others, making it much less likely for others to want to get to know you well.

To begin to be truly known by others involves breaking out of Poe syndrome by proactively knowing them. This is one of the great secrets of socially successful people, such as politicians. For example, former President Bill Clinton was famous for making whomever he was talking to feel completely seen and understood. As one observer put it, "He has the ability to connect with an audience and then turn around and make the person who was helping with the slideshow feel like they're the most important person there."

This trait does not come naturally to many of us, though, as the author David Brooks (who is a friend but no relation) notes in his recent book, How to Know a Person. He observes that a lot of people are "Diminishers," self-involved to the point that others feel small and unseen. Such Diminishers do this by speaking primarily about themselves--something that, studies show, most people do often--and by failing to ask questions. Brooks contrasts Diminishers with "Illuminators," who are persistently curious about others, ask questions, and listen to the answers.

Being curious about others and asking genuine questions have strongly positive effects. For example, as my Harvard colleague Alison Wood Brooks (also no relation--I'm not doing this on purpose) and her co-authors have shown, asking a lot of questions (as opposed to just a few) on a first date will make you 9 percent more likable. If you also ask follow-up questions--which demonstrate even deeper interest in the other person--the odds that you'll get a second date improve.

Listen: How to know your neighbors

Follow-up questions demand actively listening to the other person, a practice essential to knowing them. In other words, you must pay attention to what they tell you, with an intent to learn from it. That contrasts with how we often listen during conversations, especially in academic settings: We're waiting to talk. Real listening also requires being truly present and mindful when you are engaged with the other person--offering the gift of your whole self, undistracted by other matters or, God forbid, your devices. Research suggests that this combination of active listening and mindfulness is central to relationship quality.

So avoiding Poe syndrome in your life is remarkably simple. When you talk with others, remember this string of actions: Focus completely on the person, ask plenty of genuine questions about their life, listen carefully to their answers, ask thoughtful follow-up questions, and leave your phone in your pocket for the entire conversation. By showing genuine curiosity about a person in this way, you might get a second date, repair a frayed marriage, or start a good friendship. You will also be on your way to being truly known yourself--which is what your heart most desires.

Read: What your favorite personality test says about you

And who knows what other benefits this ethic of knowing and being known might bring you? For me, the answer is this column. "How to Build a Life" is based each week not on bright ideas that spontaneously pop into my head but on conversations I have with real people I meet--at my university, on an airplane, or anywhere else a conversation strikes up.

I ask people a lot of questions about their life and their happiness. Invariably, what they tell me only brings up more things I want answers to--an appetite I try to satisfy by going off to read a lot of research and writing about it all here. I'll never be a creative genius like Edgar Allan Poe, but knowing others works for me, and I'm a happier person to boot.
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A Devil's Bargain With OpenAI

Publishers including <em>The Atlantic</em> are signing deals with the AI giant. Where does this lead?

by Damon Beres




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


Earlier today, The Atlantic's CEO, Nicholas Thompson, announced in an internal email that the company has entered into a business partnership with OpenAI, the creator of ChatGPT. (The news was made public via a press release shortly thereafter.) Editorial content from this publication will soon be directly referenced in response to queries in OpenAI products. In practice, this means that users of ChatGPT, say, might type in a question and receive an answer that briefly quotes an Atlantic story; according to Anna Bross, The Atlantic's senior vice president of communications, it will be accompanied by a citation and a link to the original source. Other companies, such as Axel Springer, the publisher of Business Insider and Politico, have made similar arrangements.

It does all feel a bit like publishers are making a deal with--well, can I say it? The red guy with a pointy tail and two horns? Generative AI has not exactly felt like a friend to the news industry, given that it is trained on loads of material without permission from those who made it in the first place. It also enables the distribution of convincing fake media, not to mention AI-generated child-sexual-abuse material. The rapacious growth of the technology has also dovetailed with a profoundly bleak time for journalism, as several thousand people have lost their jobs in this industry over just the past year and a half. Meanwhile, OpenAI itself has behaved in an erratic, ethically questionable manner, seemingly casting caution aside in search of scale. To put it charitably, it's an unlikely hero swooping in with bags of money. (Others see it as an outright villain: A number of newspapers, including The New York Times, have sued the company over alleged copyright infringement. Or, as Jessica Lessin, the CEO of The Information, put it in a recent essay for this magazine, publishers "should protect the value of their work, and their archives. They should have the integrity to say no.")

Read: ChatGPT is turning the internet into plumbing

This has an inescapable sense of deja vu. For media companies, the defining question of the digital era has simply been How do we reach people? There is much more competition than ever before--anyone with an internet connection can self-publish and distribute writing, photography, and videos, drastically reducing the power of gatekeepers. Publishers need to fight for their audiences tooth and nail. The clearest path forward has tended to be aggressively pursuing strategies based on the scope and power of tech platforms that have actively decided not to bother with the messy and expensive work of determining whether something is true before enabling its publication on a global scale. This dynamic has changed the nature of media--and in many cases degraded it. Certain types of headlines turned out to be more provocative to audiences on social media, thus "clickbait." Google has filtered material according to many different factors over the years, resulting in spammy "search-engine optimized" content that strives to climb to the top of the results page.

At times, tech companies have put their thumb directly on the scale. You might remember when, in 2016, BuzzFeed used Facebook's livestreaming platform to show staffers wrapping rubber bands around a watermelon until it exploded; BuzzFeed, like other publishers, was being paid by the social-media company to use this new video service. That same year, BuzzFeed was valued at $1.7 billion. Facebook eventually tired of these news partnerships and ended them. Today, BuzzFeed trades publicly and is worth about 6 percent of that 2016 valuation. Facebook, now Meta, has a market cap of about $1.2 trillion.

"The problem with Facebook Live is publishers that became wholly dependent on it and bet their businesses on it," Thompson told me when I reached out to ask about this. "What are we going to do editorially that is different because we have a partnership with OpenAI? Nothing. We are going to publish the same stories, do the same things--we will just ideally, I hope, have more people read them." (The Atlantic's editorial team does not report to Thompson, and corporate partnerships have no influence on stories, including this one.) OpenAI did not respond to questions about the partnership.

Read: It's the end of the web as we know it

The promise of working alongside AI companies is easy to grasp. Publishers will get some money--Thompson would not disclose the financial elements of the partnership--and perhaps even contribute to AI models that are higher-quality or more accurate. Moreover, The Atlantic's Product team will develop its own AI tools using OpenAI's technology through a new experimental website called Atlantic Labs. Visitors will have to opt in to using any applications developed there. (Vox is doing something similar through a separate partnership with the company.)

But it's just as easy to see the potential problems. So far, generative AI has not resulted in a healthier internet. Arguably quite the opposite. Consider that in recent days, Google has aggressively pushed an "AI Overview" tool in its Search product, presenting answers written by generative AI atop the usual list of links. The bot has suggested that users eat rocks or put glue in their pizza sauce when prompted in certain ways. ChatGPT and other OpenAI products may perform better than Google's, but relying on them is still a gamble. Generative-AI programs are known to "hallucinate." They operate according to directions in black-box algorithms. And they work by making inferences based on huge data sets containing a mix of high-quality material and utter junk. Imagine a situation in which a chatbot falsely attributes made-up ideas to journalists. Will readers make the effort to check? Who could be harmed? For that matter, as generative AI advances, it may destroy the internet as we know it; there are already signs that this is happening. What does it mean for a journalism company to be complicit in that act?

Read: OpenAI just gave away the entire game

Given these problems, several publishers are making the bet that the best path forward is to forge a relationship with OpenAI and ostensibly work toward being part of a solution. "The partnership gives us a direct line and escalation process to OpenAI to communicate and address issues around hallucinations or inaccuracies," Bross told me. "Additionally, having the link from ChatGPT (or similar products) to our site would let a reader navigate to source material to read the full article." Asked about whether this arrangement might interfere with the magazine's subscription model--by giving ChatGPT users access to information in articles that are otherwise paywalled, for example--Bross said, "This is not a syndication license. OpenAI does not have permission to reproduce The Atlantic's articles or create substantially similar reproductions of whole articles or lengthy excerpts in ChatGPT (or similar products). Put differently, OpenAI's display of our content cannot exceed their fair-use rights."

I am no soothsayer. It is easy to pontificate and catastrophize. Generative AI could turn out to be fine--even helpful or interesting--in the long run. Advances such as retrieval-augmented generation--a technique that allows AI to adjust its responses based on specific outside sources--might relieve some of the most immediate concerns about accuracy. (You would be forgiven for not recently using Microsoft's Bing chatbot, which runs on OpenAI technology, but it's become pretty good at summarizing and citing its sources.) Still, the large language models powering these products are, as the Financial Times wrote, "not search engines looking up facts; they are pattern-spotting engines that guess the next best option in a sequence." Clear reasons exist not to trust their outputs. For this reason alone, the apparent path forward offered by this technology may well be a dead end.
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The Child-Nutrition Myth That Just Won't Die

Disguising vegetables inside other foods might be the worst way to get a toddler to eat them.

by Lauren Silverman




When my 2-year-old began favoring string cheese and croutons over peas and cauliflower, I tried to get creative. First, I mimicked the artsy approach to vegetables I remembered from childhood, starting with the classic ants on a log and then advancing to cucumber caterpillars and hummus monsters with carrot teeth. My toddler was only mildly amused. Next I turned to persuasion, repeating just how delicious bok choy is and how strong spinach would make her. On most days, I was lucky to get a single bite of something green within an inch of her mouth.

So I turned to Instagram and TikTok, where I quickly noticed that one veggie trick triumphed above all others: Hide the vegetables your child dislikes in the dishes they love. Does your kid like pancakes? Mix a little powdered spinach into those. Mac and cheese? That distinct orange color could come from carrots. You can even disguise cauliflower and broccoli in pizza sauce.

The sneak-it-in strategy predates social media. Authors of parenting cookbooks, such as Deceptively Delicious and The Sneaky Chef: Simple Strategies for Hiding Healthy Foods in Kids' Favorite Meals, made the rounds on TV programs like The Oprah Winfrey Show and the Today show back in the late aughts. The fact that stealth cooking has remained so popular is amazing when you consider how much work it is. You might spend an extra hour cooking, say, chicken nuggets from scratch with pureed beets tucked inside--versus buying a bag of regular chicken nuggets from the supermarket. But if it helps your toddler get their recommended cup or cup and a half of vegetables each day, it's worth it, right?

The nutrition experts I spoke with say it's not. "Children by and large don't need us to go to those lengths to get vegetables into them," Laura Thomas, a nutritionist who directs the London Centre for Intuitive Eating, told me.

Read: The ominous rise of toddler milk

Vegetables, of course, have many health benefits. Some studies have linked eating vegetables to a decreased risk of several chronic diseases, including heart disease. But these studies look at veggie consumption across many years, not strictly what you eat as a toddler. And even though many children in the U.S. aren't meeting dietary guidelines on vegetables, Thomas said that doesn't necessarily mean they are undernourished. A large national study published in 2018 found that toddlers, despite their reputation for veggie-hatred, on average consume enough calcium, vitamin A, and iron. They tend to be low on potassium and fiber, but children (and adults, for that matter) can absorb such crucial nutrients from meat, nuts, beans, whole grains, and other nongreen foods. "There is almost nothing inherent to a vegetable that you can't get in other foods," Thomas said.

Disregarding vegetables isn't an ideal long-term solution, because many of the foods that we tend to eat in their place are high in calories and low in fiber. But in the short term, accepting alternatives can help your toddler survive their pickiest stages without getting scurvy. And crucially, hiding veggies in bread- or meat- or sugar-heavy foods still means your kid is eating a lot of bread or meat or sugar. No amount of vegetables can counteract the detrimental effects of excess sugar.

Prominent nutritionists and child-development specialists alike have been telling parents for years to stop pressuring and tricking kids into eating vegetables. Yet health-conscious parents just can't seem to put down the blender--which might say less about picky kids and more about the years of health messaging and fad diets their elders have endured. "All of these Millennials who grew up with 'clean eating' haven't really thrown off that baggage," Thomas said. Ellyn Satter, who for decades has been an expert on feeding and raising healthy kids, puts it more bluntly: "The belief is that if you hide vegetables in your child's food, they won't get fat and they're going to live forever."

Read: The latest diet trend is not dieting

Covertly shredding beets into meatballs and sneaking pureed veggies into our children's mouths with whipped-cream chasers isn't just pointless, Satter and other nutritionists say. The approach can even be counterproductive. "The goal of child nutrition is not to get children to eat everything they're supposed to today. It is to help them to learn to enjoy a variety of healthy food for a lifetime," Satter told me. And everything scientists know about how to do that stands in contrast to grinding vegetables into an indistinguishable pulp and masking them with other flavors.

Experts told me that if you consistently prepare and eat meals with your kids that contain a variety of foods--including disliked vegetables--without pressuring them to taste or swallow anything, they'll eventually learn to eat most of what's offered. Satter originally outlined this approach back in the 1980s, and told me that it works primarily because it creates trust between parent and child. "The child needs to trust their parents to let them determine what to eat or not eat from what the parents offer," she said. If your child discovers that you've been hiding cauliflower in their tater tots or telling them tiny pieces of broccoli are actually green sprinkles, Satter said, you could rupture that trust, and your child may become more wary of the foods you serve or develop negative associations with vegetables.

Nearly 40 years after Satter outlined her feeding method, pediatric nutritionists continue to be wary of the trust-destroying potential of veggie-sneaking. Rafael Perez-Escamilla, a public-health professor at Yale, told me that even if your child is going through a mac-and-cheese phase (as his son did for many years in the '90s), he would never advise hiding vegetables in other foods. "Surround your child with healthy foods, but let the kid decide. Let the kid touch the food, smell the food; let the kid learn to eat when he or she is hungry and stop eating when he or she knows he is full," he said. "It's easier said than done, but it works."

Read: Putting kids on diets won't solve anything

The hands-off approach certainly takes less physical work, but Perez-Escamilla is right that it can be a real emotional struggle. As a parent, I'm still tempted to soothe my anxiety by sneaking kale into a smoothie, and reluctant to cook creamed spinach for my toddler over and over only to be rejected each time. But I have learned to find some comfort in acting as a role model instead of a micromanager.

Over the past few months, I've quit slipping broccoli into pasta sauce and started offering it as part of dinner. Sometimes my toddler takes a nibble; sometimes she doesn't. I've noticed that the less I show I care, the more she experiments on her own.
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The Real 'Deep State'

Lobbying firms have disguised their influence so well that it's often barely visible even to savvy Washington insiders.

by Franklin Foer




On March 18, news broke that Donald Trump intended to restore the disgraced lobbyist Paul Manafort to the ranks of his campaign advisers. In any other moral universe, this would have been an unimaginable rehabilitation. Back in 2016, as revelations about Manafort's work on behalf of pro-Kremlin politicians in Ukraine began appearing in the press, even Trump considered him a figure so toxic that he forced him to resign as chair of his campaign. Two years later, Manafort was locked up in federal prison on charges of tax evasion and money laundering, among other transgressions. His was one of the most precipitous falls in the history of Washington.

But at this stage in that history, it's not remotely shocking to learn that the revolving door continues to turn. By the end of Trump's term, Manafort had already won a presidential pardon. His unwillingness to cooperate with Special Counsel Robert Mueller's investigation had earned him Trump's unstinting admiration: "Such respect for a brave man," he tweeted. Now it seemed that Manafort's loyalty would be rewarded with the lobbyist's most valuable tool: the perception of access, at an opportune moment.

In early May, under growing media scrutiny for international consulting work that he'd reportedly been involved in after his pardon, Manafort said that he would "stick to the sidelines," playing a less visible role in supporting Trump. (He'd recently been in Milwaukee, part of meetings about this summer's Republican National Convention programming.) But if Trump wins the election, Manafort won't need 2024 campaign work officially on his resume to convince corporations and foreign regimes that he can bend U.S. policy on their behalf--and he and his ilk will be able to follow through on such pledges with unimpeded ease. A second Trump term would mark the culmination of the story chronicled by the brothers Luke and Brody Mullins, a pair of energetic reporters, in their absorbing new book, The Wolves of K Street: The Secret History of How Big Money Took Over Big Government.

From the March 2018 issue: Franklin Foer on the origins of Paul Manafort

As Trump dreams about governing a second time, he and his inner circle have declared their intention to purge what they call the "deep state": the civil service that they regard as one of the greatest obstacles to the realization of Trump's agenda. What they don't say is that the definition of the deep state--an entrenched force that wields power regardless of the administration in the White House--now fits the business of lobbying better than it does the faceless bureaucracy. This is the deep state, should Trump emerge the victor in the fall, that stands to achieve near-total domination of public power.

Lobbying, like Hollywood and Silicon Valley, is a quintessentially American industry. The sector took root along the K Street corridor of gleaming glass-and-steel buildings in downtown D.C. during the 1970s. Though accurately capturing the scale of its growth is hard, a study by George Mason University's Stephen S. Fuller Institute reported that, in 2016, the "advocacy cluster" employed more than 117,000 workers in metropolitan Washington (that's more than the population of Manchester, New Hampshire). In theory, lobbying is a constitutionally protected form of redressing grievances. Businesses have every right to argue their case in front of government officials whose policies affect their industries. In practice, lobbying has become a pernicious force in national life, courtesy of corporate America, which hugely outspends other constituencies--labor unions, consumer and environmental groups--on an enterprise now dedicated to honing ever more sophisticated methods of shaping public opinion in service of its own ends.

In the late '60s, only about 60 registered lobbyists were working in Washington. Most businesses, during the decades of postwar prosperity, didn't see the point in hiring that sort of help.

The forerunners of the modern lobbyist were Tommy "The Cork" Corcoran, a member of President Franklin D. Roosevelt's brain trust, and Clark Clifford, who ran President Harry Truman's poker games. Both men left jobs in government to become freelance fixers, working on behalf of corporate behemoths (the United Fruit Company, for example, and General Electric). Mystique was essential to their method. Corcoran kept his name out of the phone book and off his office door. If a company was bothered by a nettlesome bureaucrat--or wanted help overthrowing a hostile Central American government--they were the men ready to pick up the phone and make it so.

But Corcoran and Clifford were anomalous figures. In the late '60s, only about 60 registered lobbyists were working in Washington. Most businesses, during the decades of postwar prosperity, didn't see the point in hiring that sort of help. Management was at peace with labor. Corporations paid their taxes, while reaping ample profits. Then along came Ralph Nader, a young Harvard Law School graduate who ignited the modern consumer movement. By dint of his fervent advocacy, he managed to rally Congress to pass the National Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act in 1966, which led automakers to install headrests and shatter-resistant windshields. Nader, a scrappy upstart, single-handedly outmaneuvered the great General Motors.

From the October 1966 issue: Elizabeth Drew on the politics of automobile safety

Slow to register an emerging threat, corporate America sat complacently on the sidelines while an expansive new regulatory state emerged, posing a potential obstacle to business imperatives: The Environmental Protection Agency was established in 1970, followed by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration the next year, and the Consumer Product Safety Commission in 1972. Meanwhile, in 1971, a lawyer in Richmond, Virginia, named Lewis Powell urged a counterrevolution, writing a memo that called on the corporate world to build the infrastructure that would cultivate pro-business intellectuals and amass political power to defend the free market. Later that year, Richard Nixon named him to the Supreme Court.

A figure from outside the conservative orbit became the ground commander of the corporate cause in the capital. Tommy Boggs was the son of the legendary Hale Boggs, a Democratic congressman from Louisiana. The Great Society was, in no small measure, Hale's legislative handiwork, and Washington was in Tommy's blood. (As a boy, he ran House Speaker Sam Rayburn's private elevator in the Capitol.) He saw how he could become a successor to Corcoran and Clifford, but on a far grander scale. After a failed run for Congress in 1970, he devoted himself to expanding the lobbying firm Patton Boggs.

Boggs mobilized a grand corporate alliance (including television networks, advertising agencies, and food conglomerates) to roll back the liberal state--and then ferociously used his connections on his clients' behalf. M&M's and Milky Way (he was working for the Mars candy company) were among the beneficiaries of a major victory. Jimmy Carter's Federal Trade Commission had threatened to regulate the advertising of candy and sugar-heavy cereals directed at kids. Boggs sent the deputy editor of The Washington Post's editorial page, Meg Greenfield, material about the horrors of this regulation. The newspaper then published an editorial with the memorable headline "The FTC as National Nanny." Senators thundered against the absurdity of the new vigilance. The FTC abandoned its plans.

Boggs ignited not just a revolution in American government, but a cultural transformation of Washington. Before his ascent, patricians with boarding-school pedigrees sat atop the city's social hierarchy, disdainful of pecuniary interests and the ostentatious flaunting of wealth. Boggs, very highly paid to work his wonders, rubbed his success in Washington's face. He would cruise around town in one of the firm's fleet of luxury cars with a brick-size mobile phone plastered to his face, a cigar dangling from his mouth.

The story that unfolds in The Wolves of K Street features an ironic twist: Liberal activists figured out how to mobilize the public to care about important issues and how to inspire them to become democratically engaged. K Street fixers saw this success, then adapted the tactics to serve the interests of corporations. In the Mullinses' narrative, this evolution found its embodiment in Tony Podesta. An activist who came of age during the anti-war movement of the 1960s and a veteran of George McGovern's 1972 presidential campaign, Podesta made his name running the TV producer Norman Lear's group People for the American Way, a progressive counterweight to Jerry Falwell's Moral Majority. In 1987, Podesta helped rally the left to sink Robert Bork, Ronald Reagan's Supreme Court nominee.

Not long after, Podesta left the world of public-interest advocacy and began to sell his expertise--at first primarily to liberal groups, then almost exclusively to businesses. Using the techniques he learned while working with Lear, he specialized in deploying celebrity figures to influence public attitudes, counting on citizen sentiment to in turn sway politicians. To block the FDA from regulating vitamins in 1993 (his client was a group of dietary-supplement manufacturers), he cut an ad with the actor Mel Gibson that depicted a SWAT team busting him at home for possessing vitamin C. "Call the U.S. Senate and tell them that you want to take your vitamins in peace," Gibson said in a voice-over.

With stunning speed, Podesta--a bon vivant who went on to amass one of Washington's most impressive private collections of contemporary art--had gone from excelling in impassioned advocacy to becoming promiscuous in his choice of client. To fund his lifestyle, the Mullinses write, he helped Lockheed Martin win approval of the sale of F-16s to Pakistan, even though the Indian government, another client of the Podesta Group, opposed the deal. He represented the tire manufacturer Michelin and its competitor Pirelli. Over the objections of his staff, he joined forces with Paul Manafort to polish the image of Viktor Yanukovych, the corrupt pro-Kremlin politician who ruled Ukraine until a revolution ousted him in 2014.

As K Street boomed, the Mullinses show, its denizens remade American life well beyond Washington culture. They report that the firm Black, Manafort, Stone, and Kelly, also a central player in their book, aided the Australian magnate Rupert Murdoch in overcoming regulatory obstacles and extending his corrosive media empire in the United States. In the '80s, the firm became masters at deregulating industries and securing tax breaks for the powerful--$130 million for Bethlehem Steel, $58 million for Chrysler, $38 million for Johnson & Johnson--helping to usher in an age of corporate impunity and gaping inequality.

The Wolves of K Street is full of cautionary tales about the normalization of corruption. Revolving-door practices--leaving government jobs and parlaying insider connections into lucrative lobbying work--became part of the system. Meanwhile, the culture fueled fraudulent self-aggrandizing of the sort on lurid display in the sad case of a relatively fringe figure named Evan Morris. A kid from Queens who first arrived in town as a college intern in the Clinton White House, he quickly grasped that K Street represented the city's best path to power and wealth. He scored a coveted job at Tommy Boggs's firm while in law school, arriving just as lobbyists became essential cogs in a whole new realm: the machinery of electioneering.

The McCain-Feingold Act of 2002--campaign-finance legislation intended to wean the political system off big donors--prevented corporations and individuals from writing massive checks to political parties. Unable to rely as heavily on big donors, campaigns were happy to outsource to lobbyists the arduous job of rounding up smaller contributions from the wealthy: Lobbyists became "bundlers," in fundraising parlance. As a 20-something, Morris proved to be one of the Democratic Party's most exuberant solicitors, promising donors VIP access to events that he couldn't provide, or intimating that he was asking on behalf of Boggs himself, which he wasn't. Despite his relative inexperience, he managed to schmooze with the likes of Chuck Schumer and Hillary Clinton.

He went on to work for Roche, a Swiss pharmaceutical giant, and hatched a kind of campaign that he described as "black ops." Amid the bird-flu outbreak of 2005, the Mullinses write, he began urging the government to stockpile the antiviral medication that Roche produced. He hired consultants to promote news stories that stoked public panic about the bird flu. He compiled studies touting the benefits of the drug, including some written by people who had at one point received money from Roche. The government bought more than $1 billion worth of the antiviral.

Morris's job was to bend perception--and he also tried to bend the way that Washington perceived him. In 2009, he was hired to head the Washington office of Genentech, a Roche subsidiary. He became relentlessly acquisitive: three Porsches, multiple Cartiers and Rolexes, humidors filled with the finest cigars. Apparently, many of Morris's extravagant purchases were bought with Genentech's money, including a condo in San Francisco and a GMC Yukon.

Such a brazen scheme didn't escape his superiors' notice. While being presented by investigators with damning evidence of his malfeasance, Morris left the room to take a bathroom break and never returned. That afternoon, he went to the Robert Trent Jones Golf Club in Gainesville, Virginia, which he had paid a $150,000 initiation fee to join. That night, he retreated to a quiet corner of the club grounds and shot himself with a Smith & Wesson revolver. He was 38.

Yet such downfall narratives feel strangely dissonant. Although a handful of lobbyists may suffer a dramatic tumble from grace, the industry itself does nothing but boom. Each time a new reform surfaces, aimed at curtailing K Street's power, influence peddlers figure out how to exploit the rules for greater influence and profit. Although Trump promised to drain this swamp, the swamp flourished. From 2016 to 2018, spending on K Street increased 9 percent, rising to $3.5 billion.

Washington lobbying firms have ballooned into conglomerates, resembling the multinational corporations that hire them. K Street currently consists of data analysts, pollsters, social-media mavens, crisis managers, grassroots organizers. Lobbying firms are one-stop shops for manipulating opinion--and are experts at image management, including their own: Their employees' business cards identify them as "consultants" and "strategists," now that everyone associates lobbying with sleaze.

Lobbying has disguised itself so well that it is often barely visible even to savvy Washington insiders. The Mullinses tell the story of Jim Courtovich, the head of a boutique public-relations firm and a close collaborator of Evan Morris's. Courtovich's business plan featured splashy parties that attracted top journalists and other prominent figures with whom he hoped to trade favors. Mingling with the media, the Mullinses write, Courtovich encouraged stories that might help his clients; in one case they cite, the goal was to damage a Saudi client's rival. Starting in the fall of 2015, many such gatherings were hosted at a house his firm owned on Capitol Hill; presumably, the reporters who attended them had no idea that Saudi investors had financed the purchase of the building. In 2016, the authors note, Courtovich began working for the Saudi-government official who would later allegedly orchestrate the murder of The Washington Post's Jamal Khashoggi, a colleague of the journalists he assiduously cultivated.

As lobbying has matured, it has grown ever more adept at turning government into a profit center for its clients. Even Big Tech, which once treated Washington with disdainful detachment, seems to have felt the irresistible, lobbyist-enabled pull of chunky contracts with the feds. Such possibilities were part of the pitch to Amazon, for example, to erect a second corporate headquarters in Crystal City, Virginia, enticed by the prospect of pursuing multibillion-dollar contracts with the likes of the CIA and the Pentagon. (Amazon has said that political considerations played no part in the company's decision.)

For eager beneficiaries of government largesse--not to mention for their equally wolfish facilitators--a second Trump administration would represent a bonanza, unprecedented in the history of K Street. Trump's plan to overturn a bureaucratic ethos that has prevailed since the late 19th century--according to which good government requires disinterested experts, more loyal to the principles of public stewardship than to any politician--opens the way to installing cronies who will serve as handmaidens of K Street. The civil service, however beleaguered, has acted as an imperfect bulwark against the assault of corporate interests. Its replacement would be something close to the opposite. The hacks recruited to populate government departments will be primed to fulfill the desires of campaign donors and those who pay tribute to the president; they will trade favors with lobbyists who dangle the prospect of future employment in front of them. This new coterie of bureaucrats would wreck the competence of the administrative state--and the wolves of K Street will feast on the carcass of responsible governance.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The Industry That Ate America." 
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The Maternal-Mortality Crisis That Didn't Happen

Many advocates wrongly presume that gloom and doom is the only way to motivate change.

by Jerusalem Demsas




In 2019, the United States recorded twice as many maternal deaths as in 1999. You may have seen articles under headlines such as "More Mothers Are Dying" that frame this situation as a crisis. The notion that the U.S. has fallen behind other highly developed nations in addressing rising maternal deaths has filtered from academia into activist circles, newsrooms, social media, and everyday conversation. The general public might conclude: In America, pregnancy is getting deadlier by the year.

Recently, however, Saloni Dattani, a scholar with the research organization Our World in Data, reported definitively that measurement changes are largely to blame for the seemingly inexorable rise in maternal deaths. Things aren't getting worse for women; we're just getting better at tracking what's going on.

That's great news, of course--but the "crisis" argument might prove hard to shake, and that's not great news. The persistent narrative that maternal deaths have been rising grows out of a counterproductive belief that doom and gloom is the only way to motivate change. Pregnancy is risky. The wealthiest country in the world could and should do more to prevent deaths and non-fatal harms, which are chronically ignored. Doing so will require being clear-eyed about what the evidence is telling us.

To address past concerns about underreporting maternal deaths, Dattani explains, states gradually updated their reporting standards to be more inclusive. The old definition of maternal mortality focused on deaths during childbirth or closely following birth; the new one expanded to include deaths during pregnancy or the first six weeks after the end of pregnancy. States also added a checkbox on death certificates indicating whether a woman had been pregnant at the time of death or within a year of her death. The reported maternal-mortality ratio on average doubled after the checkbox implementation. Because individual states changed their standards at different times over the course of a decade and a half, the national maternal-death count seemed to keep rising.

Annie Lowrey: The case for spending way more on babies

Medical professionals have always had to make subjective determinations about causes of death. The lack of objective standards became a familiar issue during the coronavirus pandemic: If a deceased patient had several comorbidities, without which they likely would have lived, was the cause of death the virus or their other underlying health conditions? It's a tricky question.

In some cases, when a patient dies during or soon after pregnancy, the proximate cause of death is plainly related to childbirth. In others, causation is harder to establish; pregnancy may exacerbate an existing condition or have no clear connection at all. But the new checkbox lumps all of those cases together. And so, in trying to correct for underreporting maternal deaths, we may actually be overreporting them.

Although Dattani's findings have prompted some pushback from other researchers, other peer-reviewed studies back her up. She cites research from as far back as 2017 about the effects of the checkbox. One skeptical ob-gyn turned blogger was throwing cold water on the crisis narrative in 2010. So why is it still so firmly rooted in the public discourse?

For many commentators, correcting the record on a delicate or emotionally fraught topic simply feels awkward. You risk sounding as if you're trivializing pregnancy and the costs women shoulder to have children. In March, the American Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology published a study arguing that the "recent changes in maternal mortality surveillance, such as maternal death identification based solely on pregnancy checkbox information on death certificates, have led to an overestimation of maternal mortality."

Christopher M. Zahn, the interim CEO of the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, wrote a lengthy statement in response, arguing that "reducing the U.S. maternal mortality crisis to 'overestimation'" is "irresponsible and minimizes the many lives lost and the families that have been deeply affected." Why? Because it "would be an unfortunate setback to see all the hard work of health care professionals, policy makers, patient advocates, and other stakeholders be undermined." Rather than pointing out any major methodological flaw in the paper, Zahn's statement expresses the concern that it could undermine the laudable goal of improving maternal health.

Similar arguments are rarely stated aloud but are highly influential behind the scenes: If you want to help people, you should show how they are in crisis. Anything that makes others more complacent about their problem is working against the victims.

This dynamic is evident well beyond the maternal mortality debate. A couple of years ago I reported on dire COVID-related economic predictions that didn't pan out: Among them were the eviction tsunami, in which 30 million or more renters would be kicked out of their homes, and the "she-cession," wherein women would drop out of the labor market en masse.

One problem, my article noted, is that experts and activists alike have policy preferences--such as a preference for greater housing assistance for people at risk of eviction--that influence what they observe: "Some advocates may have regarded the coronavirus pandemic as an opportunity to shoehorn in important social policies that they felt were long-justified, and, to a certain extent, they saw in the data what they wanted to see." One sociologist told me that high estimates of potential evictions may have been useful "from a lobbying standpoint." "It was helpful to the movement of activists who were pushing for relief measures to be put into place to cite some of these larger figures," a housing analyst told me. At the time, my assertion that these predicted catastrophes had not come to pass prompted a significant backlash.

Still, many experts and journalists do push back on unwarranted crisis narratives. In a persuasive recent report headlined "The Child Care Cliff That Wasn't," Vox's Rachel Cohen wisely argued that "advocates don't need to rely on cataclysmic economic predictions to make the case for better and more humane family policy."

For policy advocates, though, the problem with downplaying or ignoring evidence that things aren't as bad as expected is threefold.

First, you lose credibility with elected officials if you're always telling them that something is in crisis and then the facts show otherwise. If you're not the one to update them when more encouraging evidence emerges, they'll begin to write off advocacy organizations as hysterical and untrustworthy. Elected officials and their staff aren't in the business of vetting your arguments; they'll just tune you out.

Second, misinformation is destructive on its own terms. Democracy--and by extension the free press--is supposed to work by clarifying what is true to our best approximation. Muddying that goal because you fear that the truth will lead people astray is a mistake. It undermines trust in institutions and makes people think that scientific research and news reporting are motivated by activism more than truth.

Emi Nietfeld: America's IVF failure

Finally, by drumming up a crisis where none exists, you may make people's lives worse in concrete ways. I want kids. I have a lot of friends who want kids. We know that it's risky, but the widespread discussion around the maternal-mortality rate has made me more fearful of pregnancy and childbirth than the numbers would indicate. The constant drumbeat that maternal mortality is "commonplace" and that pregnancy is "deadly" doesn't empower me with information to make my own decisions. It just stresses me out.

I'm glad we now openly acknowledge the costs of pregnancy and childbirth. But reality is scary enough. We don't need to rely on flawed data to make the case for change.
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'La Nina Really Can't Come Soon Enough'

The climate phenomenon should cool the world. But first, we have to make it through another sweltering summer.

by Marina Koren




Updated at 3:40 p.m. ET on May 29, 2024

There are still a few days left, but this month is on track to be the warmest May ever documented. In fact, every month since last June has broken worldwide temperature records. The world's oceans, which were too hot last year, are still mostly too hot now. The combination of manmade global warming, an unnatural climate phenomenon, and El Nino, a natural one, has inflated temperatures around the globe over the past year; the current El Nino event, which emerged in the middle of 2023, has been among the strongest on record. This El Nino, at least, is nearly done--but its end likely won't save the Northern Hemisphere from another sweltering summer.

El Nino episodes last only about nine to 12 months at a time, and forecasters predict that its cooler opposite, La Nina, will settle in sometime between this summer and early fall. La Nina should eventually lower the planetary thermostat, Michael McPhaden, a senior scientist at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration who studies the twin phenomena, told me. But a worrying amount of climate chaos still awaits us as La Nina asserts itself in the next several months, and the relief it may bring will be only temporary in the grand scheme of our warming world.

The transition to La Nina is not a flipped switch; the excess heat of El Nino conditions takes time to dissipate. As a result, "there's a high likelihood that 2024 will be even warmer than 2023 because of this delayed effect," McPhaden said. "La Nina may bring some relief, if not this year, then perhaps in 2025."

For many people, though, 2025 is too far away. Right now, Southeast Asia is suffering from extreme heat. Europe is set to experience another brutally hot summer. In parts of the United States, heat-related health emergencies reached historic levels last summer, and we may experience a repeat this year. Some parts of Florida have already registered heat indexes--the "what it actually feels like" measure, combining air temperatures and relative humidity--well above the danger threshold this year, and it's still spring.

Read: We're gambling with the only good oceans in the universe

The extreme heat in Florida isn't limited to land. Along its coasts, a marine heat wave caused massive coral bleaching last year, and marine scientists are not hopeful about this year either. Historically, such events were limited to August. But "last year, it all started in early July, and now this year, we're seeing temperatures hit August levels in the middle of May," Derek Manzello, a coral biologist and the coordinator of NOAA Coral Reef Watch, told me. "La Nina really can't come soon enough," he said, because "it should basically stop the bleeding."

But for Florida especially, the transition to La Nina is its own kind of danger. During La Nina, high-altitude winds that might tear apart hurricanes in El Nino years weaken instead. So more storms spin into existence and strengthen on their way to land. To make matters worse, hurricanes intensify by feeding off warm seawater--and plenty of that is available in the Atlantic right now. The combination of La Nina and abnormally hot oceans is expected to produce a perilously strong hurricane season for the Eastern Seaboard, the Gulf Coast, and the Caribbean.

Both El Nino and La Nina deliver grief to some regions of the world--heavy rains, intense storms, droughts, wildfires--and a reprieve to others. In Canada, "we want to move from El Nino to La Nina," Hossein Bonakdari, a University of Ottawa professor who specializes in the effects of climate change on civil-engineering infrastructure, told me. That's because Canada experienced a staggeringly destructive wildfire season last year, and La Nina likely will bring much-needed rainfall that can reduce the risk of blazes. Meanwhile, "California loves El Nino because that rescued us last year from the drought," Alexa Fredston, a quantitative ecologist at UC Santa Cruz, told me.

Read: The oceans we knew are already gone

And human-caused climate change is amplifying the effects of both phenomena. "In a warmer world, the atmosphere can hold more moisture," McPhaden said, so El Nino- or La Nina-caused rainfall that might once have been severe instead becomes extreme. A warmer atmosphere also increases the rate of evaporation of water on land, so severe droughts turn into extreme droughts, too.

Climate change also risks dampening the relief that La Nina has historically brought to regions warmed by El Nino. Manzello worries that La Nina won't be enough to keep corals from bleaching this time, even moving into next year. "How much help is it really going to bring now that the global ocean is just so darn hot?" he said. Historically, La Nina's cooler temperatures have curbed the formation of harmful algal blooms, which can be toxic to people, animals, and aquatic ecosystems, Julian Merder, a postdoctoral researcher at the Carnegie Institution for Science, told me. But what happens if global warming nudges temperatures into algae's preferred zone even during the cool phase? Such blooms thrive in warm temperatures and on nutrients flushed from land by heavy rains and runoff. In a warmer world, heavy snowpack from a La Nina winter in some areas could melt during springtime into hotter conditions, making trapped nutrients available to algae. In those regions, "it might even be the case that La Nina is getting us more harmful algal blooms than El Nino would," Merder said.

The La Nina that perspiring Americans might long for now is not what it used to be. "La Nina years now are warmer overall on the planet than big El Nino years were 25 years ago," McPhaden said. Both climate phenomena have always been powerful. But in the 21st century, the cool phase is only a temporary antidote to the symptoms of climate change, and a fainter one at that. If greenhouse gases continue to warm our world, La Nina's reprieve will only grow weaker.



This article has been updated to clarify La Nina's effects on algal blooms.
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You'll Become a Fan of These Fierce, Strange Girls

<em>Headshot</em> upends the classic story of the underdog by turning each of its characters into one.

by Rowan Hisayo Buchanan




Many sports, by nature, require you to push your body to the limit--beyond it, even. For young athletes, in particular, we've seen the consequences of equating physical pain with elite performance and self-worth, in the form of broken bodies and silent suffering. The less athletically inclined might wonder whether the costs of competitive sport are too high for its rewards. Fights to the death, judged by the turn of an emperor's thumb, were once popular entertainment. But we'd now think of them as barbaric.

In her debut novel, Rita Bullwinkel confronts the damage and injury of physical competition but offers an insight into why athletes might want to battle on. Headshot dives into the bloody, sweaty, achy world of girls for whom pain is not a side effect but a direct result of the sport they've chosen. The book follows eight teenagers as they pummel each other for the right to be named the best under-18 female boxer in America. They have traveled from around the country to a dusty gym in Reno, Nevada, to find out who can best dodge, withstand, and dole out punches. In the process, the novel asks: Why? What makes these girls dedicate their bodies to the ring?

Boxing is a sport in which fists themselves can break, but the name of the tournament these teens are participating in--the Women's 18 & Under Daughters of America Cup--smacks of pageants and cotillions. It conjures white gloves, not boxing mitts. The awkward juxtaposition seems intentional; although each of the contestants is strange and fierce in her own way, the competition seems absurd. We know from very early on that the tournament matters to almost no one other than the girls fighting in it. There is no audience for women's boxing. "Even if they were to go and box professionally, hit some women in bikinis in the basement of a casino in Las Vegas," the novel's omniscient narrator confides in the reader, "they wouldn't impress the people who they encounter in their lives outside of boxing."

The narrator is our entry into the girls' minds, telling us what they're thinking but also zooming into the future to offer up facts they are unaware of. At times, the narrator dispenses a cruel-seeming but ultimately matter-of-fact judgment--for instance, calling two of the contestants "delusional" for their dedication to the tournament, but then describing how those delusions are useful and allow them to fight with more focus. Other times, the narration dips closer to the girls' inner monologues. We learn that one girl has been through enough hardship to understand "that this shit is meaningless"--an awareness that swallows not only the tournament but also all of life's mysterious losses and victories. Yet she, too, wants to win, to be "the best of the best of the nation." That repeated best seems like it belongs to her; we are looking not at her but through her at the world.

Read: When good pain turns into bad pain

These athletes have no real fans. The audience is minimal, mostly just a few coaches, the other girls, and an occasional relative. Family support is varied: One fighter comes to the tournament matches with her grandmother, who has almost no grasp of boxing, while another attends completely alone. One girl wishes that her siblings would come, but they usually don't. Whether or not the girls have kin with them, they each seem as alone in life as they are in the ring--different though they are from one another, not one of them seems understood. Even two cousins who are both competing are strangely at odds: The younger longs to bond with her relative, while the older feels encroached upon. Boxing is not a team sport. You win alone, and you lose alone.

The contestants' isolation is accentuated by the fact that all the judges and coaches are men, a dynamic the girls are very aware of. (The verisimilitude with real life--the majority of coaches for women's college sports are men--will not be lost on most readers.) Often, we see these authority figures through the girls' eyes; one girl thinks of them as "the men referees, and the men coaches and the men judges and their sad paunches." These are not mentors. Whereas the girls have devoted a huge percentage of their lives to this sport, the judges, for instance, have less interest than mere hobbyists:

The judges work at Safeway and at Amazon fulfillment factories and inside the casinos with the alcoholic grenades. The white they all wear is not a uniform, but just a color specification ... to make sure that they all look the part they are being paid to play. Some of the judges don't even like boxing. It was from YouTube videos, and a one sheet that [the gym owner] sent, that they learned about the game.


These men know far less than the girls, and yet they are in charge. It is one thing to be under the thumb of the powerful; it's a harsher kind of injustice to be judged by those with no respect for the game.

Again and again, Bullwinkel emphasizes the indignity of the contest. Reno is a city whose "drag looked like Las Vegas had shrunk its own glowing strip architecture and handed it down." The physical prize itself, the Daughters of America Cup trophy, is shoddily constructed and would never hold water, having "a slit in the cup where the plastic mold came together"--it's a worthless symbol of how little even the winner will be valued. Meanwhile, the cost of the girls' participation is potentially astronomical; one girl has damaged her hand so badly that when she is "sixty she won't be able to hold a cup of tea." The knowledge that fighting will someday steal this simple pleasure from her dampens any anticipation of her possible win. It's a strange move for a novelist to center an entire plot on a competition that barely seems worth it.

Yet this is also Headshot's greatest strength. The story becomes less about who will win than about what drives each girl toward a battle with no obvious reward. Bullwinkel makes us into fans. The tournament structure--which the book closely mimics--gives Bullwinkel the space to explore different ways of being a teenage girl. Most chapters depict matches, though they're less preoccupied by muscle movements than by the girls' pains, fears, and coping mechanisms. One fighter wears a raccoon hat because she figures that looking deranged will throw off her enemies; another is a "people pleaser" who, even as she loses, clings to the "form" she's been taught; another, whose hair is in "the archetype of a ponytail," wants to beat her older sisters' past boxing glory. Yet another was once locked in a shed for 12 hours by bullying classmates. Two of the girls are haunted by memories of dead bodies, and they think of those deaths as they fight. These psychological portraits allow the reader to understand that the girls are not fools or naive, that each has picked boxing because of her own demons.

Underdogs are the fodder of sports fiction from Rocky to Ted Lasso; one of the mythological origins of the Olympic Games is Zeus wrestling his dad. In much fiction, being an underdog is a character's golden ticket--impoverished boy finds a magic bean and beats a giant is a more satisfying story than poor boy is swindled out of his cow and then his family starves. But here's the thing: Bullwinkel has written a novel with eight underdogs, and seven of them must lose. Each of the girls walks into the tournament already wounded by life; the indignities they face aren't limited to those of the contest. Even the girl whose sisters are former boxers--the closest thing to a Goliath that this competition has--is vulnerable in the outside world; her family lives "in a double-mortgaged house in an undesirable suburb" and, lacking status, is "close to no one." Perhaps the greatest evidence that these girls are all underdogs is that they are competing for this smallest scrap of glory in the first place.

Read: Nine books every sports lover should read

Reading this novel reminded me of an argument I once got into with a sports fan. I found it hard to get invested in any sport as a viewer. No matter who won, the whole cycle would begin again; there was always another competition. He, knowing well my preferred form of leisure activity--reading--retorted that there is always another novel, another cycle of character-versus-the-world or character-versus-themselves. I couldn't say much to that. Many audiences are happy to ignore these cycles in order to indulge in their chosen entertainment. Bullwinkel won't let her readers forget. There is a moment, about two-thirds through the novel, when the question of who will win feels deeply irrelevant. Each of the girls has a compelling reason to be there. Their desires seem to cancel one another's out. Bullwinkel frequently skips ahead to show us their post-sport futures, which emphasize the longer stretch of their lives, beyond the intense confines of the tournament. One will become a grocery-store manager; another will work in university admissions; another will become an actor. The majority of their lives will take place outside the bounds of this competition. The novel seems to be reminding us that these girls are much more than their places on the leaderboard.

But at the last minute, Headshot offers us something else. The final match arrives, the fight where the branches of the competition all meet. Bullwinkel describes triumph this way: "Today" the victor "need not dream of winning." It's a simple sentence that ends the chapter. And it turns Headshot, despite all its subversions, into a brilliant sports novel rather than just an excellent set of character studies. These girls will gain nothing material for their efforts--no fame, no wealth. But for one day, one girl is able to think of herself as a winner. What she receives is the simple fact that on that day, "out of all girls in the country," she is "the best boxer." The girl who wins is not the underdog, but she is an underdog, and her triumph is pure. This is sport for sport's sake. Life is messy, full of death, bullies, and longing, but for the fighters, boxing grants the hope of complete, if momentary, fulfillment.

Following these battling girls through the tournament, we might wish for better conditions, for better treatment of their injuries, for judges who actually care about the sport they're adjudicating. But futility and indignity don't diminish the contestants' bravery. And they are not fools. In a run-down gym, against all odds, they have found a way to taste glory. Bullwinkel's epilogue is a terrifying fast-forward into the future, past the death of nations and through interstellar travel. In it, she imagines that girls will still be punching. The never-ending cycle of competitive sport becomes less like a futile act and more like a song that is passed down through the generations, growing more powerful in its repetition.
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Is Sasha Velour in Danger?

What happens when a famous drag queen travels to states that have tried to ban drag?

by Hanna Rosin




Since Sasha Velour won RuPaul's Drag Race with her spectacular rose-petal lip sync, she has been thriving in Brooklyn with her partner, Johnny Velour, and her Italian greyhound, Vanya. She wrote and illustrated The Big Reveal: An Illustrated Manifesto of Drag, drew a New Yorker cover, and sells out almost every show of her New York revue, NightGowns. So why is she bothering to take her act down to Murfreesboro, Tennessee, and Bartlesville, Oklahoma?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Velour about this season of her HBO reality show, We're Here. In structure, the show works more or less like Queer Eye. Velour and a duo of queens travel to a small town to meet with locals who need their help. But the mood is less fairy dust and glitter and more dirt and danger. People yell "faggot" at them from cars and tell them they are sinners. One man compares them to Jeffrey Dahmer. When they coax the locals to be open and proud, it feels both redemptive and dangerous. (What will happen to these people after the cameras leave?)

We're in a moment when drag is both beloved and reviled, a powerful cultural force and also a target. Velour, an amateur historian of drag, has seen this moment before. We talk about what she's looking for in Murfreesboro, and she reveals the essential truth about drag, hidden in the show's title.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

I've watched RuPaul's Drag Race since the beginning, when the set looked like cable-access TV and the queens' costumes were very homespun. I still watch now, nearly 15 years later, and some of the costumes cost tens of thousands of dollars because they're either made by famous designers or they are covered in Swarovski crystals.

The point is: I have this lazy impression that drag has made it not just to the mainstream, but to the cultural center. But actually, there's this whole other universe in this country where that is definitely not true.

News montage: Tennessee Governor Bill Lee has just signed a bill that would restrict drag performances ... Drag performances out in the open, like this one at National Pride last year, will now be illegal in Tennessee ... It says, "It is an offense for a person to engage in an adult cabaret performance" ... It's the first state where this bill has now been signed and become law. It will be going into effect the 1st of April.


Rosin: That law was eventually struck down by a federal judge. But dozens of other states are introducing different varieties of laws that effectively ban drag.

So when I saw that Sasha Velour, who happens to be my favorite RuPaul winner--she won Season 9 with the most spectacular lip sync. Anyway, when I saw that Sasha and other former contestants were putting on a drag show for HBO in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, I thought, What are they doing there?

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Sasha Velour: In order to make a difference, it feels like we really have to stay, so one drag show is not enough.
 Priyanka: Do you like drag queens?
 Woman: No, not really.
 Priyanka: No, not your thing?
 Woman: Not my thing.
 Priyanka: That's totally fine.
 Priyanka: Do you know what drag queens are?
 Woman: Yes, I do.
 Velour: Would you come to a drag show if we did one in town? Oh.
 Woman: I'm sorry. Yeah, I parked down here.


[Music]

Rosin: Sasha Velour is an author, a cartoonist, a theater director, a scholar. And she's also one of the co-hosts of We're Here, which is now in its fourth season.

On the show, Sasha and her crew recruit and mentor local residents--who they refer to as their "drag daughters"--and they put on a drag show for the town. But this season feels very different because of what's happening on the ground in places like Murfreesboro.

Velour: The slower you say it, the harder it is to say the name of the town. Murfreesboro. (Laughs.)


Rosin: A town where officials denied Pride permits after they determined that a past drag show constituted "illegal sexualization of kids."

Velour: Yeah, it did not feel fun walking around the streets of Murfreesboro. It wasn't fun until we connected with other queer people who lived there. But because the sense in the town--it was very, We do not want any visibility for queer people. So there we were with our bright outfits in and out of drag, waving rainbow flags, which is, you know, not something I actually really do in my real life, but--
 Rosin: In Brooklyn, you don't need to wave your rainbow flag?
 Velour: No, no. I don't know if I even own a rainbow flag, truth be told.
 Rosin: (Laughs.)


Rosin: During the show, there are makeovers, there are tears, there are many things that are fabulous and iconic. But this season the reality show is giving a lot more reality.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 [Shouting]
 Velour: Yes! Back at ya, gal.
 Man: Faggot!
 Velour: Oh.
 Priyanka: Did he just say "fag"?
 Velour: He did say "fag." Thank you. I love that word.
 Velour: The fact that, within 24 hours of being in Tennessee, we are called faggots, feels like a warning, like a reminder to stay in your place. They don't want you there. They don't want to see you.


Rosin: I know, intellectually, that you have cameramen there, and that you guys are protected, but the situations you are putting yourselves in are not--I mean, they seem fraught, genuinely fraught.

Velour: They were genuinely fraught. And there's, of course, a moment when filming is wrapped that you're like, Oh, I'm just here alone in a car by myself now. And, of course, we have many resources. And a privilege came with that--that the people we were talking to, the stories we were hearing, they don't have a team of 10 people checking in on them.

Rosin: Right.

Velour: That would make it easier to be bolder. And so that's why we felt we really had to be.

Rosin: Right, right. Okay. Now, when I watch shows like this, you know, you have fabulous queer people show up at a town and spread fairy dust--that's a kind of show. That's maybe the structure of the show, but the feeling of it, especially this season, is like watching a documentary.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Teen: I think the common argument is that, you know, We just want people to accept us for who we truly are. But I do accept you for who you are. You want me to accept you for your fairytale fantasy betrayal of yourself.
 Velour: Do you believe that people are gay?
 Teen: No. I do not believe that people are born gay.


Rosin: There's someone who just yells in your face, You're a man dressed as a woman, compares you to Jeffrey Dahmer.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Man: What she meant to say is she believes that people can choose to be gay. But we do not believe that Jeffrey Dahmer was born a murderer.
 Velour: Totally unrelated.
 Man: No. Morality is a choice.
 Velour: There's nothing immoral about loving someone.


Rosin: Why court this kind of conflict?

Velour: I don't know that that particular voice needs to be platformed or shown. I think there was some hope that maybe, in conversation, there would be a give-and-take of questioning. But it really did just become us asking questions of these people, trying to unpack where they get the information for these lies and these myths about queer people, where they got this information for these lies and myths about straight people and cisgender people, too, because it was all so narrow, and claiming science defends their point of view when I think it's actually just the opposite, in reality.

Rosin: Yeah.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Man: God created a man with a penis. God created woman with a vagina.
 Velour: I don't agree that that's the truth.
 Man: That's okay. You don't have to follow science.
 Velour: No, the science says that there's a lot of variety in terms of chromosomal gender and in terms of genitals, as well.
 Man: Well, there's XX and XY. Now, there are hermaphrodites, but all hermaphrodites are actually dominant male or female. There's nobody that can procreate that can make a woman pregnant and get pregnant.
 Velour: There's a lot of people who are not fertile.
 Man: That's true. That's absolutely true.
 Velour: Are they not men or women?
 Man: Well--


Rosin: That was the reality, I mean, especially because there was a child there and a father there. And I thought it was--again, it has a documentary feel, like you're walking into a city council meeting, and you're kind of in for it in all your regalia. And so you knew it was coming. I just--it was an interesting choice. It did display something that is real.

Velour: Maybe I assume too much good intentions from people, but I really hoped that some of those fears that they were expressing came from not having had the opportunity to speak to queer people, and that us being willing to talk to them was going to move the needle. But we really couldn't find common ground.

But I want us to unify. I think queer people are allies to the straight community, as well, and that what we stand for should make the world a more free place for everyone, including that man and his daughter. It's sad to be rejected by people who don't know anything about you. But that is the reality that we're trying to show.

Rosin: Yeah. That moment stuck out with me because it was painful. It wasn't necessarily cathartic. In the Queer Eye template, you know, everyone's supposed to be crying at the end of that interaction, and that definitely didn't happen.

Velour: Right. I didn't think about that. I guess it's a success, then, to show that not everything has an easy resolution.

Rosin: Totally. Totally.

Velour: We very much found that. The people who are willing to grow, can grow exponentially. And those who can't, you may just have to move on.

Rosin: You know, you are an incredibly multitalented artist, one of the most successful, creative drag queens of the RuPaul era. Why leave Brooklyn--

Velour: Still hustling to make it happen, in my mind. But it feels like nothing's a guarantee, but I really appreciate that encouragement.

Rosin: And may you hustle forever because you are a font of just constant creativity. But why leave Brooklyn to put yourself in places where people effectively don't believe in your right to exist, don't speak your language? Why?

Velour: This stuff does happen in Brooklyn, too. I was just called a faggot not one week ago outside of my own house by someone passing on a bicycle. And even though there is such a warm reception for queer and trans people, for nonbinary expression on the streets of this city--and I feel safe here; I love it here--I wouldn't be satisfied just staying in one place.

I love to travel and to get to spread the joy of drag all over the world. And this is the funny thing about being a drag artist: You go from having a thousand people scream your name--stand on their feet--and then 30 minutes later, you're outside and someone is screaming at you for being visibly queer and could beat you up, or your life could be at risk.

And that dichotomy doesn't always get shown. Sometimes it's one or the other. But I think it's the fact that it's both at all times that is also part of why drag is the way it is, why we have this sense of humor but also this depth and darkness to what we put out there, why we feel like we have to be political--'cause we're being politicized just by existing.

Rosin: Yeah. In addition to being a drag queen, I know you're a historian of drag. So maybe we get into this dichotomy.

Velour: Amateur, amateur. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Amateur historian. Amateur historian. So I feel like what you're describing--this duality--is so intense right now, that you can create a bubble in which you're fabulous, successful, make a living, and then another bubble where you are hated and rejected. And both of those are intensifying at the same time.

Velour: It's really true.

Rosin: Like, five-10 years ago, this is when magazine covers announced drag has arrived, and drag queens have power, cultural influence, and they can make a living. And then there's a spate of drag bans. Do you think of that--looking back at the history of drag--as a common thing? Like, rise, backlash, rise, backlash?

Velour: Yes. Absolutely. The greater the visibility for drag, but also for trans people. And it's interesting that, I think, the visibility and acceptance for both our queer-made art form and all of our identities that have been suppressed for a while--those have been uplifted at the same time over the past 10 years in a way we've been delighted by, that it seems like culture is shifting and making space for us.

Rosin: And yet.

Velour: And the backlash feels like the last gasp of a dying opinion. But, unfortunately, they're very organized and extremely well-funded. It was interesting on We're Here, seeing how much money is behind the repression of trans rights and the drag bans. And often those people aren't from the places that they're showing up, but they're putting on a performance of, This town doesn't stand for that. Which strikes me as a kind of--

Rosin: Drag.

Velour: --hideous mirror to drag, where they're trying to shut down on people's freedom. They're performing the most tired, basic lies. They're insisting on a return to normal that they actually are inventing through erasing the real truth of our existence throughout time.

Rosin: How do you know that? Like, how do you know that people weren't from the town or that there is money in it? How did that come up? Because I don't remember it coming up in the show as a conversation. How did you come to learn that?

Velour: We went to the website of Jesus Warriors, I believe, or God Warriors.

There's a couple that have similar names. And you can see how they take in donations. I guess I don't know how much they really are able to take in, but it's clear that it's an organized effort.

When the biggest attention comes to places like my drag daughter, Veronica, in Murfreesboro, Tennessee--a clip of her literally just talking about her fake breast that she was wearing at a Pride show, which fell to the ground, which is something many of us have experienced. And it's hard not to comment on it when it happens. But a clip of that went viral and got circulated on Facebook.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Man: So I want you to watch this and tell me if you think this is appropriate for kids.
 Veronica: Quit playing with my tits. Give them here. Oh, making me uncomfortable, talking about the weight of my boobs. They're not even mine.
 Norm: That two seconds was blown up to be this horrible example of indecency and inappropriateness. So that basically shut it down, right? There's no Pride this year. It's not gonna happen.


Velour: And that worked up people who don't live in Tennessee to barrage the city council with requests to ban drag, which is why it ended up happening. And so it's interesting seeing how these things are organized. And then in various places that have protesters, the people in the town say, We don't know those people. A couple of them found out where they came from, and it was, like, two or three hours away.

Rosin: Interesting. Right, because Veronica talks about that and feels guilty about that, like it was her fault, somehow, that drag got banned from town because this thing happened to her.

Velour: Yeah, and it was something that, I think--they were looking for anything. And it's just heartbreaking if someone feels responsible when they've done nothing wrong.

Rosin: Yeah.

[Clip from HBO's We're Here]
 Norm: There's guilt from that.
 Velour: Do you feel responsible?
 Norm: Oh, yeah.
 Velour: No. It's not you.
 Norm: It is. If I had not run for mayor and been so loud, if I had not screamed about my titties from stage in front of children--
 Velour:  It would have been something else.
 Norm: Would it? Because that's when it all started.


Velour: And the logic is, Oh, you should have been quiet and censored yourself, and then we could exist. But we can't exist if we have to live on those terms with all those conditions. We'll never thrive.

Rosin: And the "we exist"--speaking of Veronica--the title We're Here of the show, you know, the "we" could be, We, the fabulous queens, have arrived. We're here. But watching the last season, I was thinking the "we" is actually the locals: We've always been here. We live here. We're everywhere. We haven't just arrived yesterday with some sort of wave of wokeness.

Is that some of the meaning? Is that why you--'cause it seems to raise up local queer people almost more than you guys, in a way.

Velour: That was my intention, at least. I never wanted it to be this sense of, The superheroes have arrived. That is not how I view drag.

Drag changes lives when it affects how you see yourself. And it's not us changing the lives by showing up. We bring a stage that allows all these local heroes to activate their own powers to feel supported--which they so desperately need to really be bold--and to remind them to say exactly that, to remind them to say, We're here, and stand up for themselves and for their community.

[Music]

Rosin: More with Sasha Velour after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: Are these worries--I don't know if I should call them worries about the show, but I'm going to run them by you. Like, little things that come into my head when I watch.

Velour: I love to worry. So this is right up my alley.

Rosin: Okay. Excellent. We can worry together. So there's a small part of me that resists this idea that the drag queens have to come to a town and put on a show, like that's the only path to acceptance. I felt that in Oklahoma, like, Okay, we're just going to go on the street corner and essentially busk and put on a show. Do you ever feel like that?

Velour: I mean, I love putting on a show, and it is my favorite thing in the world, so I never feel like I have to do that. I often am trying to get to perform, just because there's something--we look for ways to disarm people who object to us. And entertaining is a classic way to do that. I resist it vehemently, but I've learned about the importance of comedy in softening people's resistances.

And I think, ultimately, a show is definitely not enough to change minds. Like, a conversation and the human stories that I hope We're Here really teases out alongside the performance is--that's the whole picture. But sometimes a show is a good excuse for people to let down their walls and try something.

Rosin: Okay. All right. We've settled that one.

Another one: So you're often going into these towns, and the push or the line is to be out and proud. I remember reading in your book that when you did your Fulbright in Russia, you talked about two camps: There was the out-and-proud camp, and they were protected and a little more privileged. And then you had understanding for people who didn't want to be out and proud, or that wasn't the right path for them.

And I wonder if you've thought about that in these towns, because you can see that the local queer people are struggling with that very concept. Like, Is it safe to be out and proud? Should I be out and proud? Can I be out and proud? Can I just live my life? And I wonder how that plays out in those relationships.

Velour: Yeah, there are some people for whom being out is not the best option based on where they live. And, in my experience, in Russia, that group of activists were mainly more working class and risked losing their jobs and their houses if they were out. And framed that way, I did begin to see exactly what they meant.

And they were still finding ways to have community and to be out with themselves. But they couldn't safely be out on the streets protesting, be waving a rainbow flag. So it would be interesting if We're Here kind of explored a story like that.

But fundamentally, you know, we want people to live, and whatever you need to do to do that is correct.

Rosin: Yeah. Maybe this is the big question. What does it matter if there's drag in Murfreesboro? I feel like America's dividing in so, so, so, so, so many ways that why can't I just say, Oh, go to Nashville and do your drag there? Do you know what I mean? Like, what does it matter that we have it everywhere?

Velour: I mean, at its heart, it is everywhere already. They have drag shows happening. People who don't have the resources to travel to Nashville, for various reasons, want to be able to do the drag they've been doing for decades. And these bars are getting shut down. People are yielding to pressure.

It's like as people are finding out how much queerness exists around them, they're suddenly shutting it down. And that is a cycle that's happened before. But in those moments, people were dressing up in their homes and wishing the world was different. So it's kind of like: It's always gonna be there, so why can't we make a space for it?

Rosin: There was an era when I believed more strongly, like, If we all just knew each other, or we all just talked to each other. I have to fight much harder now to find that space in people--I really, really do--and to pass through a thing that makes them uncomfortable.

And I don't know. So when I watched your season, I guess I was trying to decide, Is this confirming my pessimism, or is this a small ray of hope? And I wonder if you--and I haven't decided--and I wonder if you have that, if you're on that balance when you film it or you're just a happy, hopeful person, so you go with the hope.

Velour: I have my moments of being very optimistic. It's definitely a cliche that, Oh, human stories change everything. I want that to be true. We encounter a lot of people who did not want to hear stories that did not confirm what they already believed. And I've noticed, increasingly, it feels like people aren't comfortable admitting that they could currently be wrong about something, being genuinely curious to learn new things.

So will anyone who doesn't want to see drag queens in the world watch this show? I sure hope so. But I don't know what it's going to take. I think the examples are stories about how it happens within families.

Rosin: Yeah.

Velour: And someone like Veronica's mother, who threw her child out because of what her church was saying and what her community was saying about queer people and then realized that didn't make sense to her. And they've slowly built their relationship back, and she's grown to accept gay people and accept queer people on some level and certainly accept her child's love of drag. So that gives me a lot of hope. That's someone who's changed their mind, and I think that if--it could be possible for anyone.

Rosin: You know, watching your show with a friend, I'm so used to RuPaul world. And watching so much RuPaul, you can easily forget that there are lots of places in this country and many countries around the world where it's not like that. Like, there isn't a cultural renaissance of drag queens. And I did have the thought, Wow, RuPaul has maybe saved hundreds of lives. I forget that this element of visibility-- the out and proud--it does have a safety element to it.

Velour: Yeah, it does. And the show Drag Race has reached so many people and just normalizes the existence. And the fact that there's been so many seasons, so many drag artists, all with different styles, that's probably been the biggest shift in drag of all time. And for people, I was thinking about my drag daughter Jess, in Oklahoma, who said, It was the first time I had thought queer people are beautiful. And seeing that on television really did something profound for her.

Rosin: Yeah.

Velour: And I was like, Wow. I don't know that that's everyone's take watching Drag Race, but maybe that is something. That is a new idea that we are helping to share.

[Music]

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

If you want more Sasha Velour, you can see her new play this summer. It's called Velour: A Drag Spectacular.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Sweater-Eating Moths Are an Unbeatable Enemy

They will eat much more than just your clothes.

by Katherine J. Wu




Every year, beginning around the end of March, my household starts planning a massacre. Our targets are our home's clothes moths: My spouse and I lay pheromone-laced traps in the closets, living room, and bedrooms; we--and our two cats--go on alert for any stray speckle of brown on a cream-colored wall. The moment we spy an insect, we'll do whatever we can to crush it. After killing dozens upon dozens, my husband and I can now snatch moths straight out of the air.



None of this has been enough to eliminate the moths. These particular moths--webbing clothes moths--are simply too well adapted to modern human life; as a species, "they don't really live outside anymore," Isabel Novick, a biologist at Boston University, told me. Clothes moths have evolved into a perfect nuisance, so capable of subsisting on the contents of our homes that permanently purging them may be impossible.



Adult clothes moths, at least, are easy game. Their bodies, the size of fennel seeds, are fragile. And although they have wings, they're poor flyers--females prefer to walk--and when they do force themselves aloft, manage only weak lurches and lilts. The adults, though, aren't the problem; they don't even have mouths. The larvae are the ones that post up in our closets and chew their way through hundreds of dollars of woolen sweaters and cashmere cardigans.



These moths belong to a group of insects--Lepidoptera, the order that includes butterflies and moths--that's been around for hundreds of millions of years, well predating us, much less our taste for luxe outerwear. What the larvae are after, though, is not sweater-specific; they're hungry for keratin, a hardy protein found in fur, feathers, horns, claws, hooves, and other animal adornments. Keratin is tough enough that most animals find it quite hard to digest, and leave it alone.



Clothes moths and their relatives, though, managed to evolve a way to capitalize on that opportunity, as Novick and other researchers have found. In their larval state, the moths manufacture enzymes and digestive juices that may help them break down keratin; they also appear to host gut microbes that dissolve substances that animal bodies cannot. For some species, that means feeding on horns, hooves, or tortoiseshells. Others, though, including the two clothes-moth species most commonly found in human homes, are far less picky about where their keratin comes from. Which is unfortunate for us, because the average home is full of the protein, Dong-Hwan Choe, an entomologist at UC Riverside, told me.



Woolen clothing makes for an especially convenient meal. But clothes-moth larvae will also happily eat carpets and rugs woven with animal hair--as well as upholstered furniture, wool insulation, the downy stuffing in couches and pillows, and the woolen felt pads sometimes found in pianos. Pushed to its limit, webbing clothes moths may also turn to nylon stockings, cotton blends, soybean meal, or household dust. The moths are considered a scourge in museums, where they'll eat their way through taxidermy and precious artifacts; researchers have uncovered clothes moths subsisting on mummified human remains. Starve the pests of clothes, and "they can still live in your house," Novick told me.



In mine, part of our strategy is defensive: We clean our woolens frequently, not wanting to attract the moths with the parfum of BO, and seal away our most precious clothes in airtight containers. But trying to keep any home keratin-free is a pointless exercise. The substance is in our fingernails, our hair, the outermost layer of our skin. And although our cats, Calvin and Hobbes, are adept moth-hunters, their fur--which accumulates in corners, on furniture, and on brushes--seems to be keeping the pest population in our home alive and well. Novick, who shares her apartment with a cat named Valentine, is in a similar bind. She also points out that, in her particular living situation, even a more drastic measure, like hiring professionals to fumigate her unit, would likely be futile. The moths would probably come creeping back from elsewhere in the building.



Realistically, many clothes-moth invasions end in something "more like management than eradication," Choe told me, requiring frequent bouts of vacuuming, trap-laying, scrubbing, and laundering or dry cleaning (or freezing, or even baking) clothes to keep the pests at bay. It's a huge time investment, and potentially a steep financial one, too. (Chemical interventions, such as mothballs and pesticides, can help, but may not be great options for people with pets, small kids, or certain medical conditions; cedar chests, unfortunately, seem to be dubious solutions at best.) Choe told me that, although he's frequently consulted by people with infestations, he can't say for sure whether any of those individuals have successfully trounced the pests.



And few solutions can solve for all of the moths' evolutionary tricks. Clothes moths have a high tolerance for inbreeding, according to Novick. They can safely swallow mercury and lead and are quite cold resistant. Their eggs can withstand freezing for several days; when temperatures are cool, larvae can persist in their immature state for more than two years. Heat, meanwhile, bumps up their reproductive potential--and Novick worries that, as climate change raises average temperatures, clothes-moth infestations, like many other indoor pest problems, could rise in frequency.



Novick has tried to make the best of her own clothes-moth infestation: She started her lab colony from individuals she captured in her own home. It's a kind of admission that coexistence is the only path forward, in the same way that people accept fruit flies as an inevitability of compost piles, and cockroaches as a tax of urban living. Perhaps these moths should be added to the pantheon of pests to which we've been forced to concede a degree of defeat--or, at the very least, grudging respect, for how scrappy their brittle, brilliantly well adapted bodies are.
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Dear Therapist: A Son I Didn't Know Existed Just Found Me

And my wife is very upset about me reconnecting with his mother.

by Lori Gottlieb




Dear Therapist,

My wife of 31 years and I are currently dealing with an issue that I thought happened only in books and movies, but boy, was I wrong.

I recently received an email that started out "This is going to sound strange ... but I think you know my mother?" Well, I did know his mother, because I dated her as a teenager and young adult, and now I have a 35-year-old son I knew nothing about as well as five grandchildren (confirmed through DNA)!

The emotions were difficult at first, going from frustration, anger, guilt, and anxiety to hopefulness and wonderment about the possibilities. Both my son and his wife want to develop a relationship with me and see how things go, for which I'm thankful. To be honest, I've cried more in the past two months than I have in the past 35 years combined! I think by now I have let go of the anger and guilt I felt about, in a sense, abandoning a son, losing out on years of that relationship--feelings made more intense by the fact that he had a difficult childhood. My wife and our four children have responded amazingly. They talk, text, and play online games on a regular basis with their newly discovered extended family, and to my delight, they are building relationships.

We have been planning a cross-country trip to see my son, his wife, and their children in person, but planning this trip has brought back some long-buried trauma for my wife. The breakup with my son's mother was less than amicable--she ended it and left me devastated. She tended to "come around" from time to time, even during the early days of my new relationship with my wife. This made my now-wife extremely uncomfortable, and I did not react like I should have (or would now) to reassure her that I in no way desired to be reunited with this other woman.

Even though my wife is supportive of building a new relationship with my son and his family, she is worried about joint family functions where my son's mother might also be present. In fact, she has forbidden any interaction between my son's mother and me (a decree I agree with and support), and she has also asked my son to keep the relationships completely separate--meaning not talking with his mother about anything we might say, do, or experience together. I brought up the fact that there will be life events where even unwanted interaction is nearly unavoidable--graduations, weddings, etc. She agreed that these are important events but is unmoved in her position. She says she would refuse to be in the same place as my son's mother. My oldest granddaughter is a freshman in high school and will graduate in a few years--an event I would not want to miss, assuming the relationships continue to develop as I believe they will.

I don't blame my wife and completely understand that I handled things badly decades ago.

How can I help her through this in a loving, supportive way?



Dear Reader,

How wonderful that your family has embraced this surprise discovery in such a supportive way. Adding more love to what sounds like an already large and loving family is a beautiful choice, and has the potential to be immensely rewarding. Still, introducing new family members into an existing system can be complicated for each person involved, and because your letter focuses on your wife's discomfort, let's consider her perspective.

There are two layers to what your wife might be experiencing. First, like you, she is adjusting to a new and unexpected reality. Not only is she inheriting an ex-partner of her spouse's and a stepson, which can be challenging for any relationship, but she's also been stripped of the freedom of choice that comes with knowing that they were part of the package from the start. Had this information been available to her before you decided to marry, she would have had the choice to accept (or not) the people you came into her life with. Of course, your son's existence was news to you too, but you'll need to allow for different emotional reactions to the news. For instance, whereas you felt guilt and anger related to not knowing about him earlier, along with giddiness and gratitude about the possibilities that lie ahead, your wife might feel a mixture of excitement for you and anxiety about how these new people will affect her marriage and your relationships with the children you had together. Moreover, because she wants to support you as you navigate this relationship with your son, she might not feel comfortable sharing any worries about what the presence of this adult child might bring to your already established family.

Read: Why don't we teach people how to parent?

Now add to this the second layer: the history both of you share, ostensibly around your son's mother. I say ostensibly because the pain your wife carries (what you're calling trauma) has little to do with your son's mother and everything to do with you and your wife. What happened between you seems very understandable: You were devastated by a breakup, met someone wonderful soon thereafter, and were still dealing with residual feelings that prevented you from setting appropriate boundaries and prioritizing your new girlfriend's (now wife's) comfort. Because you were young and less experienced in relationships, what started as a lack of attunement to your own feelings and those of your new girlfriend became a wound of mistrust that was never properly repaired. Your ex-girlfriend might have gone away, but the trust issue between you and your wife didn't, because some 30 years later, she still feels threatened. And although she believes that the solution is once again to make the ex-girlfriend go away (by having no contact and forbidding the mere mention of your family by the son), the solution is in fact to process the breach of trust together--the very same solution that should have been pursued back then.

This might look like sitting down with your wife, taking her hands in yours, looking into her eyes, and saying something like: "I love you beyond measure. Being married to you for the past three decades and raising our wonderful children together has brought me more joy than I could have asked for. The last thing I ever want to do is hurt you, and it pains me to think about how deeply I did so when I was young and didn't know what I know now about relationships. I was in the throes of what felt at the time to be a traumatic breakup, and I also knew I had just met the most amazing woman when I met you, and I didn't have the maturity then to figure out how to handle these two big events coinciding in my life. I take full responsibility for not protecting our relationship, and I'm deeply sorry for how painful that was for you. If I could go back and handle this differently, I would--but the good news is, I have an opportunity to handle it differently now, having learned a lot from our long, strong marriage. Can we talk about how we can work together to create boundaries that also reflect the trust we've built over the past several decades?"

You can start by asking more about her experience and her fears so that you can treat them with care this time around: How is she feeling about the discovery of this grown son and his wife and children? What are her concerns about how their being in your lives might affect you, her, or your children? What does she imagine will happen if you and she see your ex at a grandchild's graduation or wedding? What can you do this time to reassure her that your feelings for your ex are a thing of the very distant past while also allowing for the reality that having a relationship with this son and his family will create conditions in which you will all be at some events together? How do you as a couple repair the trust issue from the past in a way that doesn't involve asking a grown man not to freely talk with his mother about his own life?

Read: Can you ever really escape your ex?

Keep in mind that adjusting to these new relationships will be a process, but being able to articulate feelings without issuing ultimatums (this goes for both of you) will create a safe and healing experience this time around. You can't predict everything that will come up, but you can be intentional about the choices you make together. You'll need to take things slowly, talking openly to find ways to balance the needs of your marriage with the needs and feelings of the other people around you--people who also have a lot at stake in this situation. For example, attempting to ostracize your son's mother by not being in her presence or insisting that her son edit what he tells her sends your son the message that his mom is "bad"--and given that he's half made up of her, he may well internalize a sense of "badness" about himself. In addition, his mom will come up in conversation if he has questions about the story of how he came to be and what happened between his parents, which he has a right to know. As you become acquainted with him, you'll also learn how long he's known about you, how he found out, and why he chose to contact you now--all topics that will involve his mom and about which you should be open.

You might also have questions you need to process yourself, such as why your ex-girlfriend didn't tell you about your son, and you may want to have some conversations with her about his early life. But this time, each step will entail open dialogue about your respective needs and concerns, and you and your wife can set boundaries you negotiate together. Engaging in these discussions builds the trust that was missing the first time around, and strengthens the already solid bond you and your wife have created. Having a second chance to get this right at this time in your lives might just be an extra gift that the discovery of your son brings your way.



Dear Therapist is for informational purposes only, does not constitute medical advice, and is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the advice of your physician, mental-health professional, or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have regarding a medical condition. By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it--in part or in full--and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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        An Island Community Displaced by Climate Change

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	1:10 PM ET
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            The Panamanian government recently presented keys to new houses to about 300 families from Carti Sugtupu, a small and crowded Caribbean island that is threatened by rising sea levels and a lack of space. The indigenous communities on Carti Sugtupu and neighboring islands have faced increasing floods and damage from storms. Starting in 2015, the Panamanian Ministry of Housing began relocation plans, working on a new mainland settlement called Nuevo Carti--completed at a cost of more than $12 million. Residents will begin to move into their new homes next week.
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                [image: An aerial view of a very small island that is completely covered with houses and small buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the island Carti Sugtupu, part of the San Blas archipelago off Panama's northern Caribbean coast, seen on October 11, 2023. The indigenous communities of the small island face significant challenges amid rising sea levels. About 300 families will relocate to new homes, built by the government, on the mainland.
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                [image: A person in a pink floral shirt and a black and yellow skirt paddles a small boat near wooden docks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cecilia Henry paddles a boat along the shore of Carti Sugtupu on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: Three boys in school uniforms run down a dirt path between houses during a rainstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children run to school in the rain on Carti Sugtupu on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person with a cell phone sits on a plastic chair on a small concrete dock. A tiny island with houses on stilts is visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Evelio Lopez tries to find cell phone service on a dock on Carti Sugtupu on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: Roof tiles and debris litter a shoreline between two buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Some docks on Carti Sugtupu have been destroyed by the force of the sea, including this one, seen on October 11, 2023.
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                [image: Several people in a small boat paddle by, with a huge cruise ship visible in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cruise ship visiting the San Blas islands sits just off Carti Sugtupu on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person in a blue floral shirt and black patterned skirt walks down a dirt path between many small buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Magdalena walks down a street on Carti Sugtupu, where she owns a small food-and-drink store, on October 11, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tiny island covered in houses, with a larger land mass nearby, stretching to the horizon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Carti Sugtupu island, looking toward Panama's Caribbean coastline, photographed on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a newly built housing development set among forested hills and near a coastline]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Nuevo Carti neighborhood in Carti Port, Guna Yala Comarca, in mainland Panama, seen on May 29, 2024. Panamanian authorities were preparing to hand the keys to new homes to some 300 families from Carti Sugtupu.
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                [image: About eight people ride in a small boat with an outboard motor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents from Carti Sugtupu use a boat to reach the mainland on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of rows of dozens of small, identical new houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dozens of houses sit side-by-side in the Nuevo Carti neighborhood, seen on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people walk on a sidewalk, some carrying plastic chairs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Gunas walk, carrying some belongings, arrive at their new home in Nuevo Carti, on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks on a new basketball court, seen from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person walks on the new basketball court in the Nuevo Carti neighborhood.
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                [image: Several people wait on benches inside a large community center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Gunas rest inside the community house, awaiting the handover of their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people sit and stand, waiting outside a small house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Families wait outside their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand in a small crowd, beside a house, as one person prepares to cut a blue ribbon with scissors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Panama's President Laurentino Cortizo (second from left) stands beside Indigenous Gunas during a ceremony to hand over their new homes in Nuevo Carti, Guna Yala Comarca, on May 29, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Martin Bernetti / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman smiles and gestures beside a door as another person reaches toward them with a keychain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman celebrates while receiving the key to her new home in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                Indigenous Guna women check their mobile phones during a handover ceremony in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A row of similar houses, with people seated outside many of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Families sit outside their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: An older woman sits in a chair in an open doorway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Indigenous Guna woman sits in the doorway of her new home in Nuevo Carti, on the Caribbean coast of Panama, on May 29, 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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Is America Ready for 'Degrowth Communism'?

Kohei Saito's theory of how to solve climate change is economically dubious and politically impossible. Why is it so popular?

by Christopher Beam




Kohei Saito knows he sounds like a madman. That's kind of the point, the Japanese philosopher told me during a recent visit to New York City. "Maybe, then, people get shocked," he said. "What's this crazy guy saying?"

The crazy idea is "degrowth communism," a combination of two concepts that are contentious on their own. Degrowth holds that there will always be a correlation between economic output and carbon emissions, so the best way to fight climate change is for wealthy nations to cut back on consumption and reduce the "material throughput" that creates demand for energy and drives GDP.

The degrowth movement has swelled in recent years, particularly in Europe and in academic circles. The theory has dramatic implications. Instead of finding carbon-neutral ways to power our luxurious modern lifestyles, degrowth would require us to surrender some material comforts. One leading proponent suggests imposing a hard cap on total national energy use, which would ratchet down every year. Energy-intensive activities might be banned outright or taxed to near oblivion. (Say goodbye, perhaps, to hamburgers, SUVs, and your annual cross-country flight home for the holidays.) You'd probably be prohibited from setting the thermostat too cold in summer or too warm in winter. To keep frivolous spending down, the government might decide which products are "wasteful" and ban advertising for them. Slower growth would require less labor, so the government would shorten the workweek and guarantee a job for every person.

Saito did not invent degrowth, but he has put his own spin on it by adding the C word.

As for what kind of "communism" we're talking about, Saito tends to emphasize workers' cooperatives and generous social-welfare policies rather than top-down Leninist state control of the economy. He says he wants democratic change rather than revolution--though he's fuzzy on how exactly you get people to vote for shrinkage.

This message has found an enthusiastic audience. Saito's 2020 book, Capital in the Anthropocene, sold half a million copies. He took a job at the prestigious University of Tokyo and became a regular commentator on Japanese TV--one of the few far-left talking heads in that country's conservative media sphere. When we met up in April, he was touring the northeastern U.S. to promote the new English translation of the book, titled Slow Down: The Degrowth Manifesto, and planning to appear on a series of panels at Georgetown University to discuss his ideas. One day during his New York stint, we visited the pro-Palestinian protests at Columbia University, where a young protester named Tianle Zhang spotted him and waved him over, telling Saito he's the reason he's applying to graduate school. They took a selfie together, and Saito posted it on X.

Saito's haters are just as passionate as his admirers. The right-wing podcaster James Lindsay recently dedicated a three-hour episode to what he called Saito's "death cult." Liberals who favor renewable energy and other technologies say Saito's ideas would lead to stagnation. On the pro-labor left, Jacobin magazine published multiple articles criticizing degrowth in general and Saito in particular, calling his vision a "political disaster" that would hurt the working class. And don't get the Marxist textualists started; they accuse Saito of distorting the great man's words in order to portray Marx as the OG degrowth communist.

It's understandable that Saito provokes so much ire: He rejects the mainstream political consensus that the best way to fight climate change is through innovation, which requires growth. But no matter how many times opponents swat it down, the idea of degrowth refuses to die. Perhaps it survives these detailed, technical refutations because its very implausibility is central to its appeal.

Economic growth, the French economist Daniel Cohen has written, is the religion of the modern world. Growth is the closest thing to an unalloyed good that exists in politics or economics. It's good for the rich, and it's good for the poor. It's good if you believe inequality is too high, and if you think inequality doesn't matter. Deciding how to distribute wealth is complicated, but in theory it gets easier when there's more wealth to distribute. Growth is the source of legitimacy for governments across the political spectrum: Keep us in power, and we'll make your life better.

Japan has worshipped as devoutly as anyone. After the country's defeat in World War II, GDP replaced military might as a source of national pride. Japan's economy grew at a rate of nearly 10 percent annually until the 1970s and remained strong through the '80s as its automotive and electronics industries boomed. So when the Asian financial bubble burst and the Japanese economy collapsed in the early '90s, the country faced not just an economic crisis, but a crisis of meaning. If Japan wasn't growing, what was it?

Read: Does the economy really need to stop growing quite so much?

Saito was born in 1987, just before the crash, and he grew up in a time of stagnation. As a student at a private all-boys secondary school, his politics were moderate, he says. He thought of problems like inequality and consumerism in terms of individual moral failings rather than as the consequences of policy choices. But the war in Iraq got him reading Noam Chomsky, college introduced him to Marx, and the 2008 financial crisis spurred him to question the capitalist system. Saito briefly enrolled at the University of Tokyo, but transferred to Wesleyan University, which he found insufficiently radical, on a scholarship. He graduated in 2009.

The 2011 earthquake and nuclear disaster at Fukushima pushed Saito to reconsider humanity's relationship with nature. "Fukushima caused me to question whether technology and the increase of productive forces create a better society," he said. "The answer was no."

Saito moved to Berlin and got his Ph.D. at Humboldt University, where he studied Marx's views on ecology. In 2016, he published an academic treatise on Marx's "ecosocialism," the English translation of which won the prestigious Deutscher Memorial Prize for books in the Marxist tradition.

Around that time, the idea of degrowth, which had been kicking around environmentalist circles for decades, was gaining steam in Europe. Saito started reading thinkers such as Tim Jackson, Giorgos Kallis, and Kate Raworth, all of whom argued that there are planetary boundaries we can't exceed without causing mayhem. Thinkers since Thomas Malthus had been talking about limits to humanity's expansion--sometimes with disturbing implications, as in Paul Ehrlich's 1968 best seller, The Population Bomb, which described with disgust a teeming Delhi slum. But degrowthers identified the pursuit of GDP as the culprit, arguing that it fails to account for all kinds of human flourishing. Greta Thunberg amplified the degrowth message further when she mocked capitalist society's "fairy tales of eternal economic growth."

Japan was a ripe target for these ideas. For decades, the country had been mired in low and sometimes even negative growth. The problem was no longer new, and the government's proposed solutions--negative interest rates; trying to boost worker productivity--were losing their appeal. "A lot of young people feel like, I don't want to work endless overtime and give up my family life and all my hobbies just to serve a corporation until I die," says Nick Kapur, an associate professor at Rutgers University at Camden who studies modern Japanese history. "For what? Just to grow our GDP?"

Saito saw an opening: to connect degrowth with the Marxist ideas that he had been studying closely for years. Degrowth on its own had bad branding, he told me between bites of Beyond Burger at Tom's Restaurant in Morningside Heights. The solution, he said with a grin, was to add "another very negative term: communism."

When we met, Saito had traded his usual blazer and clean-cut look for an oversize denim jacket and a boy-band tousle. He has a disarming sense of humor: When he signs a book, he stamps it with a cartoon image of himself alongside Marx. But he's serious about the need to embrace degrowth communism. He argues, not unreasonably, that degrowth is incompatible with capitalism, which encourages individuals to act selfishly and grow their riches. "Many people criticize neoliberalism," Saito said. "But they don't criticize capitalism. So that's why we have ethical capitalism, sustainable capitalism, green capitalism." Degrowth communism instead targets what Saito says is the root cause of our climate woes--capitalism itself--rather than just the symptoms, and prioritizes the public good over profit.

While degrowthers and Marxists have plenty of intellectual overlap, the match has always been an awkward one. Marx is generally considered pro-growth: He wanted to leverage the productive tools of capitalism to bring about a socialist future in which the fruits of that production would be fairly distributed. Saito, however, rejects that "Promethean" characterization of Marx. In Capital in the Anthropocene, he instead argues that Marx converted late in life from productivism to, yes, degrowth communism. To make his case, Saito cites some of Marx's lesser-known writings, including a draft of his 1881 letter to the Russian revolutionary writer Vera Zasulich and Critique of the Gotha Programme, which was published after Marx's death.

Saito's book is a mishmash of political polemic, cultural criticism, and obscure Marxist exegesis. He calls individual actions like using a thermos instead of plastic water bottles "meaningless," and mocks the UN Sustainable Development Goals, dismissing them and other market-friendly solutions as "the opiate of the masses." Instead of relying on technology alone to save humanity, he argues, wealthy countries need to give up their consumerist lifestyles and redistribute their resources to poor countries to help them navigate the transition to a slower global economy. He advocates transitioning away from capitalism toward a "sharing economy," and offers a mix of solutions both modest and bold. Workers should own their businesses. Citizens should control local energy production. Also: "What if Uber were publicly owned, turning its platform into a commons?" Saito argues that this arrangement would produce not scarcity but "radical abundance" as we freed ourselves from the obligation to generate ever-higher profits: "There will be more opportunities to do sports, go hiking, take up gardening, and get back in touch with nature. We will have time once again to play guitar, paint pictures, read ... Compared to cramming ourselves into crowded subways every morning and eating our deli lunches in front of our computers as we work nonstop for hours and hours every day, this is clearly a richer lifestyle."

On a superficial level, Saito put a fresh young face on old environmentalist ideas. Well spoken and self-deprecating, he didn't have the off-putting self-seriousness of many ideologues. After years of ineffective stimulus and grind culture, Saito's ideas may have intrigued Japanese audiences looking for "the opposite of the status quo," Nick Kapur told me. Saito's analysis also offered a kind of tonic for Japan's national neurosis around slow growth: What if this is good, actually? 


Kohei Saito (Shiho Fukada/The New York Times/Redux)



On a recent Saturday, Saito sat onstage at the People's Forum, a community center in New York's Chelsea neighborhood, along with three other panelists: a historian, a geographer, and a journalist from The New Republic. It was a friendly crowd, but each of the panelists cast gentle doubt on Saito's pitch. The historian said he'd like to see more modeling of the impact of degrowth policies; the geographer wondered how a degrowth agenda would ever expand beyond small, local experiments; and the journalist, Kate Aronoff, suggested that degrowth had a branding problem.

Saito had just begun his U.S. tour, and he was already encountering more resistance than he'd expected. "One thing surprising about American culture is they're really anti-degrowth," Saito told me after the event, as we walked along a chaotic stretch of 9th Avenue. When an American writer recently laced into him online, Saito's European friends came to his defense. But here he was more isolated.

The simplest case against degrowth is that it's not necessary. The prospect of boosting GDP while reducing emissions--known as "decoupling"--used to look like a moon shot. But now it's happening. In more than 30 countries, including the United States and much of Europe, emissions are declining while GDP climbs, even when you factor in the "consumption-based emissions" generated in places that manufacture goods for rich countries. Solar and wind are cheaper in the U.S. than fossil fuels. Electric vehicles, for all their struggles, will make up half of global car sales by 2035, according to one recent estimate. Decoupling still isn't happening nearly fast enough to meet the goals of the Paris Agreement, but green-growthers argue that we can speed up the process with enough investment. "It's easy to say we need a socialist revolution to solve the climate crisis, but that's not going to happen in the timescale," says Robert Pollin, a progressive economist at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst who co-authored a book with Noam Chomsky on the Green New Deal.

Other detractors say that degrowth would be actively harmful. It's one thing to ask billionaires to cut back, but what about everyone else? Are they supposed to abandon hope of raising their standard of living? Saito includes working-class Americans in his indictment of the "imperial mode of living" that he blames for carbon emissions. This was too much for Matt Huber, a professor of geography at Syracuse University, and the left-leaning climate journalist Leigh Phillips, who co-wrote an article for Jacobin accusing Saito of doing "capital's work" by "dividing the international working class against itself."

Perhaps the most vicious reads of Saito target his interpretation of Marx. In the eyes of his critics, his reliance on a handful of passages in order to prove that Marx embraced degrowth communism amounts to a kind of fan fiction. One otherwise-sympathetic scholar wrote in a Marxist journal that the evidence Saito marshals is "simply not very convincing." Huber and Phillips describe various claims about Marx's views made by Saito as "wild," "remarkable," and "unsubstantiated." Even John Bellamy Foster, the University of Oregon sociology professor who pioneered Marxist ecological studies in the 1990s and published Saito's first book, told an interviewer that "no concrete evidence could be found of Marx actually advocating what could reasonably be called degrowth" and called Saito's analysis "profoundly ahistorical." (Saito responded in an email that Huber and Phillips "never read Marx's notebooks that I investigate. Thus, they are not in a position to judge whether my claims are unsubstantiated because I am rereading Marx's texts based on new materials." As for Foster's criticism, Saito wrote: "  Marx never used the terms like degrowth, sustainability, and ecology. It is an attempt to push beyond Marx's thought because there is no necessity to dogmatize Marx and he did not complete his work.")

The question of whether Marx was a degrowther is academic--and so is degrowth itself, unless it can find a viable political path. Right now, that path is murky at best. The next politician to win reelection by urging voters to accept a lower standard of living will be the first. In the U.S., policies like a carbon tax and a national cap-and-trade program are dead on arrival. Even in Europe, farmers are protesting environmental regulations that they say erode their livelihood. In today's politics, proposing sacrifice seems like an obvious form of political suicide that would only empower politicians who don't care about climate change.

Saito nonetheless insists that degrowth is politically possible. It starts small, he says, with workers' cooperatives and citizens' assemblies, and then spreads from city to city. Europe is already taking the lead, he says: Amsterdam recently banned building new hotels, while Paris restricted parking for SUVs. (One could fairly ask whether these are degrowth policies or just traditional forms of regulation.) The Spanish government has piloted a four-day workweek, Barcelona has introduced car-free "superblocks," and the Spanish city of Girona has begun to explore how to implement "post-growth policies." Saito says success is simply a matter of persuading a critical mass of citizens to push for degrowth. He cites the statistic popularized by the Harvard political scientist Erica Chenoweth that it takes only 3.5 percent of the population protesting to enact change.

Isn't expecting rich countries to act against their own interests a little optimistic? "Oh, yeah," Saito said. "But the capitalist alternative is much more optimistic." For Saito, the long-term alternative to degrowth communism is not green growth but "climate fascism," in which countries lock down, hoard their resources, and disregard the collective good. Faced with that prospect, humanity will make the right choice. "As a philosopher," he said, "I want to believe in the universality of reason."

Saito does propose a few concrete fixes: Ban private jets. Get rid of advertising for harmful goods and services, such as cosmetic surgery. Enact a four-day workweek. Encourage people to own one car, instead of two or three. Require shopping malls to close on Sundays, to cut down on the time available for excessive consumption. "These things won't necessarily dismantle capitalism," he said. "But it's something we can do over the long term to transform our values and culture."

Of course, transforming values might be the heaviest lift of all. "Changing people's preferences is really hard," Dietrich Vollrath, an economist at the University of Houston who studies growth, told me. "You don't need to change people's preferences if you just make solar really cheap." The Harvard economist Benjamin Friedman, who wrote The Moral Consequences of Economic Growth, says that people fundamentally care about raising their material living standards and always will. "Trying to reform humanity is not a project of much interest to economists," he told me. "We talk about what to do, not how to wish for another form of human being."

Saito admits that he might be overshooting. He isn't expecting countries to scale down in the next decade, but maybe after that. He's not opposed to green-energy subsidies; he just wants degrowth to be part of the conversation. He emphasized that his ideas aren't designed with realism in mind. "I'm not an activist," he said. "I'm a scholar." His job is to provide the theory behind the change. Making it work is up to others.

Degrowthers like Saito seem to be caught in a double dilemma. They bristle at the suggestion that degrowth would take us back to premodern standards of living--yet in trying to dispel that notion, they narrow their vision so far that it resembles business-as-usual left-of-center politics. A typical rundown of degrowth policies looks like a wish list from the Democratic Socialists of America: health care for all, universal basic income, a smaller military, mutual aid, better public transportation, decolonization, and so on. Adherents reject the view that degrowth would require some authoritarian power to impose it, but have yet to articulate a political plan besides changing one mind at a time.

"At bottom it's not actually an evidence-based agenda," Ted Nordhaus, the founder and executive director of the Breakthrough Institute and self-described "eco-modernist," told me. "It's sort of a worldview and a vibe."

And yet, for many, the vibe hits. Degrowth captures a core truth of the fight against climate change: What we're doing is not enough and might even be making things worse. Degrowth might fail too, but in the eyes of its supporters, at least it's directionally correct. It's the protest vote of climate activism.

While in D.C., Saito co-headlined a workshop with a few dozen students at Georgetown, where they discussed degrowth. The group was mostly in favor, according to two students who attended. Fiona Naughton, a rising sophomore who studies international labor policy, told me she and many of her peers find Saito's ideas inspiring. "A lot of us have felt such immense climate anxiety and considered whether or not we should have children," she said. "Degrowth gives us hope for a future that we haven't felt in a long, long time."

I also followed up with Tianle Zhang, the protester who'd taken a selfie with Saito at the Columbia rally, and asked him how he'd discovered Saito's work. Zhang said that as a kid in Indiana, he'd watched the news in horror as oil gushed into the Gulf of Mexico for months after the Deepwater Horizon rig exploded. In college, he'd sensed a gap between the immensity of the problem of climate change and the attempts to address it. Saito was one of the few scholars he found who was trying to connect thinking about the environment with a broader theoretical critique of capitalism and society.

Zhang said he was also deeply influenced by Paul Schrader's 2017 film, First Reformed. The film stars Ethan Hawke as a troubled priest who descends so far into climate despair that he considers committing an act of terrorism. "For me, it was showing the failures of conventional morality to handle the issue of climate," Zhang said.

From the January/February 2023 issue: Why the age of American progress ended

Degrowth's appeal might be similar: not political, not even economic, but moral. In the climactic final scene of First Reformed, Hawke's character wraps himself in barbed wire as he prepares to possibly do something horrifying and futile. This seems like a fitting metaphor for not only Saito's proposals--Saito acknowledges that degrowth would require pain--but also their psychological appeal. We have been bad, and we must atone.

Beyond its stark moral claims, the very fact of degrowth's unreasonableness gives it weight. Degrowth advocates have called it a "missile word," designed to provoke. There's a reason we're talking about degrowth and not the "steady-state economy," which environmentalists have been pushing for decades. As the prominent degrowth thinker Jason Hickel has written, the term itself upends conventional wisdom: "It is only negative if we start from the assumption that more growth is good and desirable." To this way of thinking, the inconceivability of degrowth only highlights how trapped we are in the growth-fetishist mindset.

At the end of our dinner, Saito told me he's working on his next book, about the role of government when it comes to implementing degrowth. "The state has to intervene, but how can we make a democratic transition?" he asked rhetorically. I asked if he had an answer. He said, "Not yet."
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Mark Robinson Is Testing the Bounds of GOP Extremism

If he loses, the Republicans have a problem. If he wins, they also have a problem.

by David A. Graham


Mark Robinson at the Conservative Political Action Conference (Kent Nishimura / Bloomberg / Getty)



A decade ago, Mark Robinson had a dead-end job and a nasty habit of posting anti-Semitic, homophobic, and sexist screeds on Facebook. Today he is North Carolina's lieutenant governor. This November, he could become the state's first Black governor.

"There is a REASON the liberal media fills the airwaves with programs about the NAZI and the '6 million Jews' they murdered," Robinson wrote on Facebook in 2017. "There is also a REASON those same liberals DO NOT FILL the airwaves with programs about the Communist and the 100+ million PEOPLE they murdered throughout the 20th century." He also blasted the movie Black Panther as "created by an agnostic Jew and put to film by satanic marxist [sic]," adding, "How can this trash, that was only created to pull the shekels out of your Schvartze pockets, invoke any pride?" He had a recurring bit about Michelle Obama being a man. He said Beyonce's music sounds like "satanic chants." He's no less inflammatory offline, where he has called homosexuality "filth" and endorsed corporal punishment for children.

These views are awful but hardly unusual. What is unusual is that the man professing them won North Carolina's Republican primary for governor in March. He will face Josh Stein, a Democrat and the current state attorney general, in November. Robinson's fringe positions have led some to assume that he can't win, but polls indicate that the race is very close. Robinson could reshape the politics of North Carolina, which has tried in recent years to attract newcomers from around the country. He also provides a test of how extreme a MAGA Republican can be and still win office outside deep-red states--of what, if anything, is too extreme in contemporary politics.

David Frum: The GOP is just obnoxious

Robinson declined multiple requests for an interview, but I read his memoir, Facebook posts, and statements, and spoke with North Carolina political insiders, to understand how he went from anonymity to the top of the party's ticket in less than a decade. His rise is reminiscent of Donald Trump's: Republican leaders thought they could use him for their ends, but he had his own vision. Should he lose, the GOP will miss out on a seat that a generic Republican could have won. Should he win, Republicans will have the challenge of dealing with Governor Robinson.

Back in the days before his political rise, Robinson's Facebook friends mostly responded to his political opinions with semi-affectionate eye-rolling or annoyed sniping. These interactions might have been a nice distraction from Robinson's bleak prospects in his job: In 2014, the office-furniture company Steelcase announced that the plant in High Point, North Carolina, where Robinson worked would soon close. He still carries a note he wrote on an employee suggestion card: "At 12:02 on 7/15/15, I sat at my desk at Steelcase and wondered what I would be doing in 5 years."

The moment that answered that question came three years later. In April 2018, following the Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School shooting, the Greensboro City Council considered canceling a local gun show. Robinson, then employed unloading trucks and moving finished furniture, delivered a stem-winder in defense of gun rights at the council's meeting.

"I didn't have time to write a fancy speech," said Robinson, a gregarious mountain of a man with a shaved head, a neatly trimmed beard, and a broad drawl. He may have been nervous, but he showed a natural talent for public speaking. "What I want to know is, when are you all going to start standing up for the majority?" he said. "And here's who the majority is: I'm the majority. I'm a law-abiding citizen who's never shot anybody, never committed a serious crime, never committed a felony."

Representative Mark Walker, a North Carolina Republican, shared the speech on Facebook, and it went viral. Three days later, Robinson was on Fox News talking about gun rights. Soon, Republicans were pushing Robinson to use his newfound fame to run for office in 2020.

He was an unusual recruit: He's Black in a very white party. He is an unapologetic culture warrior in a diversifying and purple state. He is also a blue-collar worker in a country (and party) where most candidates and officials are well-to-do. But grassroots conservatives and party officials urged him to stand for lieutenant governor. His viral moment showed his politics and his ability to get attention. The lieutenant governor of North Carolina doesn't have many formal duties, so the self-appointed adults in the party would remain in control.

The plan worked, at first: Robinson defeated his Democratic opponent, even though the Republican lost the governor's race. As lieutenant governor, Robinson has frequently missed meetings of the state Senate, over which he nominally presides, and of the state board of education, on which he sits. His signature initiative, an inquiry into supposed indoctrination in state public schools, seemingly broke open-records laws and then quietly issued a report that was merely a compendium of vague and unsubstantiated anecdotes. (Robinson's office contends that the commission wasn't a "public body" subject to transparency laws.) Regardless, Robinson took advantage of the soft power of his office to raise his profile like no lieutenant governor before.

By the time he declared his candidacy for the GOP gubernatorial primary, Robinson was a strong favorite, despite the deep reservations of many Republican leaders. He defeated Dale Folwell, a staid old-school conservative who has served as state treasurer for years. Walker, the representative who'd shared Robinson's city-council speech, had broken with Robinson and launched a campaign for governor, but got nowhere. A well-funded late-game attempt by the attorney Bill Graham fell short too. Now Robinson is the Republicans' standard-bearer, like it or not.

Robinson's rise has perplexed many observers. State GOP leadership, perhaps shy after an anti-trans law backfired, has tended toward more traditional right-wing legislative goals--restricting voting rights, siphoning funds away from public schools, and undoing environmental regulations--than the loudly antagonistic culture war that Robinson wages. For example, Robinson has repeatedly called abortion "murder" and proposed a total ban; GOP leaders in the legislature have denied they want to ban abortion outright and have sought to present their limitations as a "compromise." But Robert Korstad, a historian at Duke University, told me that although Robinson is an outlier today, he's a throwback to the state's previous notoriously conservative national figure.

"He's a contemporary Jesse Helms in many ways, just this kind of bombast," Korstad said, referring to the late U.S. senator. "Helms said things that were equally vicious and off the wall for many years, going back to the 1950s, so it fills a gap in North Carolina politics that has been there for a long time."

Although Helms railed against elites, he was a white man from a prominent small-town family, attended the prestigious Wake Forest University, and rose to prominence working at a newspaper and a Raleigh news station. Robinson, by contrast, had a poor and violent childhood in Greensboro, didn't finish his degree until 2022, and rode social media to political stardom. No prior North Carolina governor and no sitting governor in the United States went straight from a blue-collar job to that office.

The Duke political scientist Nicholas Carnes has calculated that working-class people have never constituted more than 2 percent of Congress, and they currently represent roughly the same portion of state legislatures. Carnes concludes that this is because blue-collar people are simply not running, given the time and financial burdens of campaigning and a lack of recruitment by parties. "Working-class Americans are less likely to hold office for some of the same basic reasons that they're less likely to participate in politics in other ways: because often they can't, and nobody asks them," he writes in his book The Cash Ceiling.

Robinson's politics are conservative but idiosyncratic and not always coherent. He complains that red tape made it difficult for his wife to manage a day care, but he has demanded more intrusive state regulation of what teachers can and can't say in the classroom. He rails against "government 'charity,'" but his wife's nonprofit received $57,000 in Paycheck Protection Program cash. He preaches fiscal conservatism, but declared personal bankruptcy three times, failed to file taxes for five years, and lost a house to foreclosure. (This is a delicate issue for opponents to bring up, because it may endear Robinson to voters who relate to living in a precarious financial situation.) He laments being bullied by classmates as a child for being poor--"They had all adopted a superior attitude toward me for something I could not help"--but doesn't seem to empathize with other marginalized people, including LGBTQ people, who may well have had comparable experiences.

His views are atypical among working-class voters, too. Blue-collar voters support a stronger social safety net, more business regulation, more progressive tax policies, and more worker protections. These are typically Democratic goals, but even working-class Republicans are also far more supportive of welfare programs, government health care, and business regulations, and more opposed to income inequality, than Republican business owners, Carnes notes. Robinson is on the other side of each of these issues.


Robinson with former President Donald Trump during a rally on April 9, 2022, in Selma, North Carolina (Allison Joyce / Getty)



Under Trump's leadership, the Republican Party has made some inroads with working-class voters, both white and Black. Robinson has sought to bind himself to Trump, though the former president was notably slow to endorse his would-be protege. He finally gave Robinson the nod just three days before the primary election, somehow catching Robinson's rivals by surprise. "Looking at his remarks, he seems unaware that he's endorsing a lawless, AWOL individual who denies the Holocaust, hates women and continues to fleece the taxpayers and donors of North Carolina," his opponent Folwell posted on X. (The irony that Trump matches much of that description seems to have been lost on Folwell.)

When Trump endorsed Robinson, he inevitably labeled him "Martin Luther King on steroids." That's especially cringey because Robinson has criticized Martin Luther King Jr. Day and called King an "ersatz pastor" and a "Communist." Most Black voters in North Carolina, like those nationally, are heavily Democratic--a fact usually attributed to Democratic support for civil rights. (Four years ago, 92 percent of them supported Joe Biden, according to exit polls.) Some Republicans have argued for years that Black voters hold more conservative views than their voting record would suggest, and that they could be amenable to advances from Republicans. In 2020, Trump made small but significant gains among Black men. Robinson writes in his memoir, We Are the Majority, that he'd accepted the received wisdom in the Black community that Rush Limbaugh was a racist until a friend goaded him into giving the radio host a shot. Robinson found himself nodding along with Limbaugh's ideas.

Republicans hope that Robinson can bring along more Black voters. His attacks on the civil-rights movement may complicate that. "So many freedoms were lost during the civil-rights movement," he said in 2018. He has also criticized the famous sit-in at a Woolworth's in his hometown ("That's not what you do in a free-market system") and blamed Communist provocateurs for a 1979 Ku Klux Klan shooting that killed five people in Greensboro.

Robinson's views more closely echo southern white working-class politics than any strain of Black conservatism, Jarod Roll, a historian of working-class politics at the University of Mississippi, told me. He pointed to Robinson's affinity for guns, his religiosity, and his emphasis on traditional gender roles. Like Robinson, many workers across North Carolina lost jobs as the textile and furniture industries closed factories or moved them offshore. Among them, Black voters have mostly remained with the Democratic Party, if they vote, while many white ones have moved toward the GOP.

"I don't think he's representative of a new brand of Black conservatives," Theodore Johnson, a senior adviser at the liberal think-tank New America who studies Black politics, told me. "Robinson is a very particular kind of Black Republican, and it's a version that's more partisan than it is ideological, more sensational than it is substantive."

Minority candidates who tack to the far right, like Robinson, have experienced notable success in the Republican Party since 2008. They may not attract many voters of color, but their conservative views validate them in the eyes of voters who might otherwise assume that, because of their skin color, they are moderates or liberals, Johnson said. At the same time, he said, their race may serve to disarm accusations of racism against the GOP.

This past October, Robinson was acting governor while Governor Roy Cooper, a Democrat, traveled to Japan. Robinson announced a press conference, setting the North Carolina political world abuzz over what he had in mind. Would he announce some major initiative or try to overturn some of Cooper's policies? Was this some sort of coup?

Robinson arrived at the legislative building in Raleigh flanked by a clutch of young male staffers and wearing the Trump uniform of a boxy suit with a red tie. His big news, it turned out, was a day of prayer and solidarity with Israel following the October 7 attacks. The announcement was plainly intended to neutralize Robinson's past remarks about Jews, but he seemed unprepared for questions.

"There have been some Facebook posts that were poorly worded on my part and did not convey my real sentiments," he said, later adding, "I apologize for the wording, not necessarily for the content." The answer was nonsense: What would it mean to regret the wording but not the content of the claim that Black Panther was a ploy by Jews to take money from Black people?

In his book, Robinson had offered a different excuse: "I was a private citizen. I had a right to say it. You may not like it, but that's the way it works." He's right: He had a right to say it, and many people may not like it. The sophistry illustrates Robinson's dilemma. He's risen to prominence thanks to a freewheeling style and far-right views that could turn off the swing voters and moderate Republicans he needs to win.

Democrats in North Carolina, like Democrats everywhere, plan to make abortion central to this year's campaign. Robinson has in recent months tried to soft-pedal his position. Rolling Stone reported that he's said that he's avoiding "the a-word." His team, wary of Robinson going off script, has granted mainstream media outlets few interviews with him. That may be the only way to keep him from making inflammatory remarks. As with Trump, separating the crazy from the charisma is difficult.

"There's no danger of Mark Robinson being boring," Chris Cooper, a political scientist at Western Carolina University (and no relation to the governor), told me. "You could put him in a tweed coat and give him a cup of chamomile, and he's still going to be engaging."

Derek Thompson: The Americans who need chaos

Josh Stein, Robinson's Democratic opponent in the governor's race, is less dynamic. He's racked up consumer-protection victories in office and cleared a long-standing rape-kit backlog, but although Stein has styled himself as a successor to the popular Cooper, he lacks the governor's drawl and common touch. He also hails from Chapel Hill, long derided by conservatives like Helms as a den of dangerous liberalism, and he would be the state's first Jewish governor.

Republicans hope that the race shapes up like the 2016 presidential election, with voters taking a chance on an unorthodox conservative over a plodding progressive. Although Biden's campaign says it plans to compete in North Carolina, Republicans expect the president's unpopularity to dampen Democratic-voter enthusiasm. Democrats prefer to look to the 2022 Pennsylvania governor's race, in which Attorney General Josh Shapiro defeated MAGA Republican Doug Mastriano by emphasizing his opponent's extremism, as a template. Stein and progressive allies have stockpiled money for what's expected to be a brutal offensive against Robinson.

"I see Mark Robinson as a problem for Republicans in North Carolina across the board," Paul Shumaker told me. A longtime strategist for more traditional Republicans, Shumaker worked for Robinson's opponent Graham during the primary. According to Shumaker, Stein and his allies will benefit from the fact that the most effective attacks on Robinson are all quotations of things he has said, which could overcome typical voter skepticism about claims made in attack ads. "They'll have him destroyed by Labor Day," he said. "Then you start going downballot and start making him a liability for people who hitched a wagon to him."

Polling suggests that Robinson's support is already suffering as the barrage begins, though Robinson still has a good chance to win, especially if Trump takes the state by a good margin. (The former president won in North Carolina in both 2016 and 2020.) Shumaker's point that Robinson is the Democrats' own best messenger against himself reminded me of a passage in his memoir. Robinson was at a Junior ROTC drill meet in high school when his team was crossing some railroad tracks to get pizza. When a train approached, his comrades wisely moved off the tracks, but Robinson lingered as the engineer laid on his horn. Finally, Robinson jumped--barely dodging the Amtrak, which was moving much faster than the trundling freight that he'd expected.

Robinson waited in a ditch just long enough to convince his friends he'd been killed, then popped out to surprise them. Some were so angry at his prank that they wanted to beat him up: "They'd all thought I was a goner. So, for a moment, did I."

It's a strange story--the sort of anecdote that might have seemed pretty funny to a 14-year-old, but is a little weird for an adult to be repeating in a barroom or barbershop in his sixth decade. It's even weirder for a politician to include in a campaign autobiography, but Robinson sees a moral. "Obviously I don't condone it," he wrote. "Yet that energy within me and the desire to take chances, once harnessed to sane and proper ends, have served me well in adulthood."

Everyone's entitled to a little youthful indiscretion. The problem in Robinson's case is that he hasn't given North Carolinians much reason to believe he's found those sane and proper ends yet--or ever will.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/05/mark-robinson-maga-north-carolina-governor/678506/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How to Trust Your Brain Online

What happens in our brains as we try to distinguish between truth and falsehood.

by Megan Garber, Andrea Valdez






Co-hosts Megan Garber and Andrea Valdez explore the web's effects on our brains and how narrative, repetition, and even a focus on replaying memories can muddy our ability to separate fact from fiction. How do we come to believe the things we do? Why do conspiracy theories flourish? And how can we train our brains to recognize misinformation online? Lisa Fazio, an associate psychology professor at Vanderbilt University, explains how people process information and disinformation, and how to debunk and pre-bunk in ways that can help discern the real from the fake.

Listen and subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Google Podcasts | Pocket Casts

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Andrea Valdez: When I was growing up, I always believed that bluebonnets, which are the Texas state flower where I live, that they're illegal to pick in Texas. And this is something that I feel like so many people very firmly believe. You hear it all the time: You cannot pick the state flower, the bluebonnet. And come to find out when I was an adult that there actually is no state law to this effect. I was 100 percent convinced of this as a fact. And I bet if you poll an average Texan, there's going to be probably a healthy contingent of them that also believe it's a fact. So sometimes we just internalize these bits of information. They kind of come from somewhere; I don't know where. And they just, they stick with you.
 Megan Garber: Oh, that's so interesting. So not quite a false memory, but a false sense of reality in the present. Something like that. Wow. And I love it too, because it protects the flowers. So hey, that's great. Not a bad side effect.
 Valdez: Yeah.
 Garber: Not a bad side effect.




Valdez: I'm Andrea Valdez. I'm an editor at The Atlantic.

Garber: And I'm Megan Garber, a writer at The Atlantic.

Valdez: And this is How to Know What's Real.

Garber: Andrea, you know, lots of mistakes like that are commonly shared. One of them I think about sometimes involves Nelson Mandela, former president of South Africa, who a lot of people became convinced that he had died in the 1980s, when he was in prison. But of course he didn't die in the 1980s. He died in 2013. But the misconception was so common that researchers began to talk about the quote unquote "Mandela effect" to describe, I think, what we're talking about: these false memories that somehow become shared and somehow become communal. And they're often really low-stakes things. You know, like how many people remember the line from Star Wars? I hope this is not a spoiler, but the line from Star Wars isn't "Luke, I am your father"--which is definitely what I thought the line was.

Valdez: Of course. Everybody does.

Garber: Yeah. But do you know what it is, actually? Because it's not that.

Valdez: I do know what it is, but only because I feel like this has come up so much that people have the wrong idea. It's "No, I am your father."

Garber: Yeah, exactly; there's no "Luke," which is such a small distinction and so tiny in one way, but it's also kind of humbling to think how that mistake just kind of took over the reality and how it took on a life of its own.

Valdez: There's something actually innocent about getting things wrong. In casual conversation, you might say something wrong, and it's okay; we all do it. But I think the forgiveness comes because the information trail you're creating goes cold pretty quickly. Maybe you have a "cookie aunt" who tells you something when you're a kid, and you just accept that it's fact, and then maybe you take that cookie-aunt fact and you repeat it to a friend. And then it kind of just stops there, right? It doesn't get passed along and along. But we live in a world right now where it feels like there's rampant, never-ending misinformation, and with the internet and the sharing culture that we have on social media, this misinformation, it goes viral. And then it's as if we're all sick with the same misinformation.

Garber: And sickness is such a good metaphor. And one that scientists are using often, too. They compare bad information to bad health. Like you said, a virus that spreads from person to person, as a contagion. And the fact that it's so easily transferable makes it really hard to fight off. And I wanted to understand a little bit more about that dynamic. And really about ... what happens in our brains as we try to sort out the true information from the false.

Dr. Lisa Fazio is an expert on how our minds process information. I asked her more about how we come to believe--and how we end up holding on to incorrect information.

Lisa Fazio: So the short answer is in the same ways that we learn correct information. So the same principles of learning and memory apply. What's different with incorrect stuff is: Sometimes we should have the knowledge to know that it's wrong, and sometimes that means that we can avoid learning incorrect stuff. And sometimes that means we actually don't notice the contradiction, and so we remember it anyways.

Garber: Could you tell me a bit more about the distinctions there, and how the new information interacts with the knowledge we already have?

Fazio: My favorite example of this is something that we call the Moses illusion. So you can ask people, "How many animals of each kind did Moses take on the ark?" And almost everyone will respond, "Two." But! Once you actually pointed out to him that it was Noah and not Moses who took the animals on the ark, everyone goes, "Oh, of course; I knew that." So that knowledge is in your head, but you're not using it in the moment. So we've been calling this "knowledge neglect": that you've got it stored in memory someplace, but in the moment you fail to use that knowledge and you instead learn this incorrect information.

Garber: Oh, that's so interesting. What do you attribute that to?

Fazio: It really seems to be that when things are close enough, we don't flag them as wrong. So if I asked you, "How many animals of each kind did Reagan take on the ark?"--you won't answer that question. You'll notice the error there. And it actually makes a lot of sense in our day-to-day lives when we're talking to each other. We make speech errors all the time, but to have a conversation, we don't point each one out. We just keep going.

Garber: So why, then, can we be so sure that we are correct?

Fazio: I think it's one of the most fascinating things about our memory system that we can have these times that we are absolutely certain that we have seen this thing, we have experienced this thing, and it's just not true. And I think part of it is that we often think about our memories for events as being kind of video cameras--that, like, we're just recording the event. And then when it's time to recall it, we play it back.

Garber: Huh.

Fazio: And that's not at all how it happens. Instead, what you remember is partially what parts of the event were important enough for you to pay attention to, for you to encode.

Garber: And do we encode certain types of information differently from others?

Fazio: Memory researchers sometimes talk about the difference between what we call episodic memory and semantic memory, where episodic memory is your memory for events, your kind of autobiographical memory, versus semantic memory, [which] is just kind of all the stuff that you know about the world. So the sky is blue, my name is Lisa--all the just kind of general facts and things that we know.

And I will say, there's argument in the field: Are these actually different memory systems, or is it just one that's remembering two types of material? There's some evidence--from kind of brain lesions, and some neuropsychology--that they are separate systems. But then there's also evidence that, really, it's all the same thing.

Garber: And where does fiction fit into that? How do our brains make sense of the difference between ... the real facts and the fictional ones? Or does it?

Fazio: So there's interesting work trying to figure out when we're thinking about fiction, do we kind of compartmentalize it and think of it as something separate from our knowledge about the real world? And it seems to be that that's not really what happens. So there's much more blending of the two, and you really keep them straight more by kind of remembering that one is Lord of the Rings, and one is reality. But they can blend in interesting ways. So we have studies where we've had people read fictional stories. We tell them they're fictional. We warn them that, "Hey, authors of fiction often take liberties with certain facts or ideas in order to make the story more compelling. So some of what you read will be false." And then we have them read a story that contains a bunch of true and false facts about the world. And then later that day, or a few weeks later, we just give them a trivia quiz where we ask them a bunch of questions and see what they answer. And what they read in those stories bleeds over. So even though they knew it was fictional, it sometimes affected their memory, and they would recall what was in the story rather than what they knew to be correct kind of two weeks earlier.

___

Valdez: So Dr. Fazio is saying a couple of things. One, sometimes we can inadvertently create false memories for ourselves. We play back a memory in our head, but we have an incomplete picture of that memory, so maybe we insert some additional, not-quite-right details to flesh the memory back out, which ends up distorting the memory.

And then there's our memories about facts about the world. And sometimes we're recalling those facts from all sorts of information we've stored in our brain. And the fictional or false stuff can mix in with the real and accurate information.

Garber: You know, I've been thinking a lot, too, about all the efforts experts have made to distinguish between the different types of bad information we're confronted with. So there's misinformation: a claim that's just generally incorrect. And then there's disinformation, with a D, which is generally understood to be misinformation that's shared with the intention to mislead. So misinformation would be if someone who doesn't know much about Taylor Swift messes up and keeps telling people she's been dating ... Jason Kelce. When in fact, it's his brother, Travis Kelce.

Valdez: And disinformation would be if I knew that was wrong, but then I turned around and purposely told my friend, a big football fan, that Jason and Taylor are dating, to mess with him.

Garber: Exactly! And then there's propaganda. So: if a troll kept posting that the whole Taylor/Travis relationship is a psyop designed to promote a liberal agenda. Which was ... a real claim people made!

Valdez: Yeah; I can see how this is confusing for folks. They're all so similar, and hard to disentangle. You know, we have all of these ways to categorize these different errors. But are we really able to discern between all of these subtle distinctions? Sure, we can intellectualize them....but can we really feel them?

Garber: That's such a good question. And something I was thinking about, too, as I talked with Dr. Fazio. And one answer might be that intellectualizing those questions could also be a way to feel them--where just being aware of how our brains are processing new information might give us that extra bit of distance that would allow us to be more critical of the information we are consuming. And I talked more with Dr. Fazio about that, and asked her advice on how we could foster a more cognition-aware approach.

___


 Garber: I know you've talked about the difference between debunking misinformation and pre-bunking, and I love that idea of pre-bunking. Can you talk a little bit about what that is, and what it achieves?

Fazio: Yeah, so debunking is when people have been exposed to some type of false information and then you're trying to correct their memory. So: They've had an experience, they likely now believe something false, and you're trying to correct that. And we find that debunking, in general, is useful; the problem is it never gets you back to baseline. Having no exposure to the misinformation is always better than the debunk. Seeing a debunk is better than nothing; even better would be just no exposure to the misinformation. [What] pre-bunking interventions try to do is to kind of prepare you before you see the misinformation.

Garber: Okay.

Fazio: So sometimes this is done with something that's often called inoculation--where you warn people about the types of manipulative techniques that might be used in misinformation. So using really emotional language, false "experts," trying to kind of increase polarization. Things like that. But then you can also warn people about the specific themes or topics of misinformation. So, like: "In this next election, you will likely see a story about ballots being found by a river. In general, that ends up being misinformation, so just keep an eye out for that. And know that if you see a story, you should really make sure it's true before you believe it."

Garber: And along those lines, how would you make sure that it's true? Especially with our memories working as they do, how do we even trust what seems to be true?

Fazio: Yeah; so I tell people to pay attention to the source. Is this coming from someplace that you've heard about before? The best way, I think, is multiple sources telling you that.And one of the things I also remind people of is, like: In the fast-moving social-media environment, if you see something and you're not sure if it's true or false, one thing you can do is--just don't share that. Like, don't continue the path forward. Just pause. Don't hit that share button, and try and stop the chain a little bit there.

Garber: If you see something, don't say something.

Fazio: Exactly. There we go. That's our new motto. "See something, don't say something."

Garber: And do you find that people are receptive to that? Or is the impulse to share so strong that people just want to anyway?

Fazio: Yeah. So people are receptive to it generally. So when you remind people that, "Hey, Americans really care about the accuracy of what they hear. They want to see true information on their social-media feeds." And that they'll kind of block people that constantly post false information. We've got some studies showing that people do respond to that, and are less willing to share really false and misleading headlines after those types of reminders.

Garber: Could you tell me more about emotion and how it resonates with our brains?

Fazio: So Dr. Jay Van Bavel has some interesting work, along with some colleagues, finding that "moral emotional words"--so, words that can convey a lot of emotion, but also a sense of morality--those really capture our attention. Yeah. And lead to more shares on social media.

Garber: That's so interesting. Do they offer an explanation for why that might be?

Fazio: Our brains pay a lot of attention to emotion. They pay a lot of attention to morality. When you smoosh them together, then it's this kind of superpower of getting us to just really focus in on that information. Which is another cue that people can use. If something makes you feel a really strong emotion, that's typically a time to pause and kind of double-check: "Is this true or not?"

Garber: And along those lines, you know, media literacy has been offered sometimes as an explanation, or as a solution. You know: Just if the public were a little bit more educated about the basics of how news-gathering works, for example, that maybe they would be even more equipped to do all the things that you're talking about. You know, and to be a little bit more suspicious, to question themselves. How do you feel about that idea? And how do you feel about news literacy as an answer? One answer among many?

Fazio: Yeah; I mean, I think that's the key point--that it's one answer among many. I think there are no silver bullets here that are just going to fix the problem. But I do think media literacy is useful.

I think one thing it can be really useful for is increasing people's trust of good news media.

Garber: Mm. Yeah. Yeah.

Fazio: Because one of the things we often worry about, with misinformation, is that we'll just make people overly skeptical of everything. Become kind of this nihilistic: "Nothing is true; I can't tell what's true or false, so I'm just going to check out and not believe anything." And we really want to avoid that. So I think an important role of media literacy can be understanding: "Here's how journalists do their jobs, and why you should trust them. And all the steps they go through to make sure that they're providing correct information." And I think that can be a useful counterpart.

Garber: And what are some of the other factors that affect whether or not we're more likely to believe information?

Fazio: Yeah, so one of the findings that we do a lot of work on is that repetition, in and of itself, increases our belief in information. So the more often you hear something, the more likely you are to think that it's true. And they're not huge effects, but just, kind of, things gain a little bit of plausibility every time you hear them. So you can imagine the first time that people heard the Pizzagate rumor, that [Hillary] Clinton is molesting children in the basement of a pizza parlor in D.C. That seemed utterly implausible. There was no way that was happening. And the second time you heard it, the 10th time you've heard it, it becomes just slightly less implausible each time. You likely still don't think it's true, but it's not as outrageous as the first time you heard it. And so I think that has a lot of implications for our current media environment, where you're likely to see the same headline or the same rumor or the same false piece of information multiple times over the course of a day.

Garber: And it occurs to me, too, that repetition can also work the other way--as a way to solidify good information.

Fazio: Yeah. And we know that this same work that's looked at the role of repetition also finds that things that are just easy to understand, generally, are also more likely to be believed. So there's even some findings that rhyming sayings are thought to be a little more truthful than sayings that don't rhyme. So anything that makes it easy to understand, easy to process, is going to be appealing.

___

Valdez: Megan, a lot of what Dr. Fazio talked about reminds me of a process known as heuristics--which are these mental shortcuts we take when we're presented with information, and we need to make quick decisions or conclusions or judgments. And actually, those mental shortcuts can be exploited. There's a great article in Undark magazine about how our brains are inherently lazy and how that puts us at an informational disadvantage. And in it, the writer makes the point that simply using our brain requires a lot of energy. Like, literally: It requires calories, it requires glucose.

Garber: Oh, man, like fueling up for a race almost. You have to fuel up just to process the world.

Valdez: Right. And this article argues that as humans were evolving, we didn't always know where our next meal was going to come from. So we would save some of that energy. So decisions and judgments were made really quickly, with survival first and foremost in mind.

Garber: Huh.

Valdez: And so cognition and critical thinking: Those are two things that require heavier mental lifting, and our brain really prefers to not lift heavy thoughts. And it's probably part of the reason that we're so easy to exploit, because we just often default to our lizard brain.

Garber: And that's part of why conspiracy theories work so well, right? They take a world that's really complicated and reduce it to something really simple--all these questions, with a single answer that kind of explains everything.

Valdez: And that's a huge part of their appeal.

Garber: And it's so interesting to think about, too, because one idea you hear a lot these days is that we're living in a golden age of conspiracy theories. Or maybe like a fool's-gold age, I guess. But I was reading more about that, and it turns out that the theories themselves actually don't seem to be more prevalent now than they've been in the past. There was a 2022 study that reported that 73 percent of Americans believe that conspiracy theories are currently, quote unquote, "out of control." And 59 percent agree that people are more likely to believe conspiracy theories, compared with 25 years ago. But the study couldn't find any evidence, uh, that any specific conspiracy theories, or just general conspiracism, have actually increased over that time. So even our perception of misinformation is a little bit misinformed!

Valdez: That's so fascinating. And it feels right!

Garber: Right! No, exactly--or wrong. Maybe. Who knows.

Valdez: Right, yes. The wrongness feels right.

Garber: And 77 percent blamed social media and the internet for their perception that conspiracies had increased. You know, that idea, it's very hard to prove that out fully, but it does seem to have merit. Because it's not just that we're often wrong online, but it's also that we just talk about the wrongness so much, and we're so aware of the wrongness. So the environment itself can be a little bit misleading.

Valdez: And social media feels almost rudimentary to what's coming with the AI revolution. If we already have a tough time distinguishing between real and fake, I imagine that is only going to get worse with AI.

Garber: Dr. Fazio, I wonder about how AI will affect the dynamics we've been talking about. How are you thinking about AI, and the effect it might have on how we know, and trust, the world around us?

Fazio: So, I go back and forth here, from, like, optimistic to really pessimistic. Okay. So the optimistic case is: We've dealt with changes before. So we had photography, and then we had Photoshop. And Photoshop was gonna ruin all of us; we'd never be able to tell when a photo was real or not. And that didn't happen. We figured out ways to authenticate photos. We still have photojournalism. Photoshop didn't kind of ruin our ability to tell what's true or false. And I think a similar thing could be happening with generative AI. It could go either way, but there's definitely a case to be made that we'll just figure this out, um, and things will be fine. The pessimistic view is that we won't be sure if what we're seeing is true or false, and so we'll disbelieve everything. And so you could end up in a spot where a video is released showing some sort of crime, and everyone can just say, "Well, that's not real. It was faked." And it can become a way to disregard actual evidence.

Garber: And at this moment, do you have a sense of which of those scenarios might win out?

Fazio: Yeah; so I will say we're starting to see people do a little bit of the latter, where anytime you see anything: "Oh, that's just not real. That's faked." And that worries me.

Garber: Yeah. And, I mean, how do you think about the sort of, you know, preemptive solutions? Like you said, you know, in previous iterations of this--with photography, with so many new technologies--people did find the answer. And what do you think would be our answer here if we were able to implement it?

Fazio: I mean, I think the answer, again, comes down to paying attention to the source of the information. I mean, so we just saw with the Kate Middleton picture that reputable news organizations, like AP, noticed the issue, and took the photo down. And I think it's going to be on these organizations to really verify that this is actual video, and to become, a little bit, the gatekeepers there of kind of: "We trust this, and you should trust us." And that's going to require transparency, kind of: "What are you doing? Why should we trust you? How do we know this is real?" But I'm hoping that that type of relationship can be useful.

Garber: Thank you for the perfect segue to my next question! Which is: When it comes to news, in particular, how can we assess whether something is real? In your own life, how do you think about what, and who, to trust?

Fazio: Yeah. So I think one of the useful cues to what's real is the sense of consensus. So, are multiple people saying it? And more importantly, are multiple people who have kind of knowledge about the situation? So not "multiple people" being random people on the internet, but multiple people being ones with the expertise, or the knowledge, or the first-hand experience. There's a media-literacy strategy called lateral reading, which encourages people--that when you're faced with something that you're unsure if it's true or false, that's it's counterproductive to dive into the details of that information. So, like, if you're looking at a web page, you don't want to spend a lot of time on that web page trying to figure out if it's trustworthy or not. What you want to do is see: What are other people saying about that website? So, open up Wikipedia, type in the name of the news organization. Does it have, like, a page there? Or type in the name of the foundation. Is it actually, uh, funded by oil companies talking about climate change? Or is it actually a bunch of scientists? Figuring out what other people are saying about a source can actually be a really useful tool.

___

Garber: Andrea, I find that idea of lateral reading to be so useful--on its own, as a way to decide for myself which pieces of information to trust, but also as a reminder that, when it comes to making those decisions, we have more tools at our disposal than it might seem.

Valdez: Right. And there is some comfort in having so many resources available to us. More sources can mean more context, a fuller understanding. But it cuts both ways. Taking in too much information is exactly what short-circuits our lizard brains. In fact, there's a whole school of thought that flooding the zone with a lot of trash information is a way to confuse and control people.

Garber: Well. And it's so useful to remember how connected those things--confusing people and controlling them--really are. When I hear the term misinformation, I automatically associate it with politics. But misinformation is a matter of psychology, too. People who study propaganda talk about how its aim, often, isn't just to mislead the public. It's to dispirit them. It's to make them give up on the idea of truth itself--to get people to a place where, like that old line goes, "everything is possible, and nothing is true."

Valdez: Oh. That IS dispiriting. It almost encourages a nihilistic or apathetic view.

Garber: And I wonder, too, whether those feelings will be exacerbated by the influx of AI-generated content.

Valdez: Yes! Like, with the rise of deepfakes, I think that's going to challenge our default assumption that seeing is believing. Given the way that evolution has worked, and the evolution of our information ecosystem, maybe seeing is not enough. But if you want to fight that nihilism, it's almost like you need to fight the evolutionary instinct of making quick judgments on a single piece of information that's presented to you.

Garber: Yeah. And one way to do that may just be appreciating how our brains are wired, and remembering that as we make our way through all the information out there. Almost like a form of mindfulness. This idea that awareness of your thoughts and sensations is a crucial first step in kind of moving beyond our lizard-brain impulses. Just being aware of how our brains are processing new information might give us that bit of distance that allows us to be more critical of the information we're consuming, images or otherwise.

Valdez: Right. Seeing tells you a part of the story. But telling yourself the most truthful story--it just takes work.

[Music.]

Garber: That's all for this episode of How to Know What's Real. This episode was hosted by Andrea Valdez and me, Megan Garber. Our producer is Natalie Brennan. Our editors are Claudine Ebeid and Jocelyn Frank. Fact-check by Ena Alvarado. Our engineer is Rob Smierciak. Rob also composed some of the music for this show. The executive producer of audio is Claudine Ebeid, and the managing editor of audio is Andrea Valdez.

[Music.]

Valdez: Next time on How to Know What's Real:

Deborah Raji: The way surveillance and privacy works is that it's not just about the information that's collected about you. It's like your entire network is now, you know, caught in this web, and it's just building pictures of entire ecosystems of information. And so I think people don't always get that. It's a huge part of what defines surveillance.


Garber: What we can learn about surveillance systems, deepfakes, and the way they affect our reality. We'll be back with you on Monday.
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New England and the South

"The southward migration of industry from New England has too frequently taken place for causes other than normal competition and natural advantages."&nbsp;&nbsp;

by John F. Kennedy




Nearly 14,000 employees working for the John Doe Company, a New England textile concern, lost their jobs in the period following World War II because of the liquidation of thirteen of their mills. During the same period, the same company opened a large number of new plants in the South. It had "migrated." Why? To what extent was it influenced by natural advantages, by unfair practices, or by the policies of the Federal government?

For one southern operation, the John Doe Company bought a surplus naval factory at a low price; and for another, it obtained an accelerated tax amortization certificate from the Federal government, authorizing it to depreciate its plant within five years rather than the normal period of twenty to twenty-five years. It also utilized a Federally tax-exempt charitable trust in order to avoid taxes on several of its new southern operations, and negotiated with three southern communities for the building and equipping of more new plants through the issuance of municipal revenue bonds that are exempt from Federal taxation.
 
 Not a single one of the John Doe Company's southern plants has been organized by a labor union, although attempts at unionization have been made for more than ten years. Injunctions, employer propaganda, and procedural delays under the Taft-Hartley Act have prevented the union from keeping any foothold gained through representation elections. Partly as a result of these maneuvers, the wage scales at the southern plants are all considerably lower than the prevailing union wage scale in the liquidated New England mills. The Bureau of Labor Statistics states that 86 per cent of the woolen textile workers in the southeastern part of the United States operate under contracts calling for minimum entrance rates of $1.05 or less, whereas only 6 per cent of the New England workers have a minimum as low as this. At four plants in South Carolina and Georgia the John Doe Company obtained "learner permits" allowing it to pay many workers, over a period of time, less than the outmoded Federal minimum wage of 75 cents an hour.
 
 The Board Chairman of John Doe testified before a Senate subcommittee comparing the cost of his southern and New England operations. Power cost per kilowatt-hour was 7.4 mills at his Alabama plant as compared with 17 mills at his Rhode Island plant. Transportation rates were one third lower for equal distances, unemployment compensation taxes were half as great, and employee pension and vacation plans in operation at northern plants were not customary in southern plants.
 
 One may think that this hypothetical case which is actually a combination of two true cases is an extreme example. But it is by no means untypical in revealing the pattern of industrial migration from New England to the South. Since 1946, in Massachusetts alone, seventy textile mills have been liquidated, generally for migration or disposition of their assets to plants in the South or other sections of the country. Besides textiles, there have been moves in the machinery, hosiery, apparel, electrical, paper, chemical, and other important industries. Every month of the year some New England manufacturer is approached by public or private southern interests offering various inducements for migration southward. Other manufacturers warn their employees that they must take pay cuts to meet southern competition or face plant liquidations.
 
 In only a small number of cases does direct migration take place through closing New England plants and transferring their operations to southern plants. More often, firms start by operating mills in both New England and the South, then tend to abandon their northern plants in periods of decline and later expand their southern operations when prosperity returns.
 
 Such a movement has been going on for more than twenty-five years in the cotton textile industry. In 1925 New England had 80 per cent of the industry; now it has 20 per cent. Former Governor of Georgia Ellis Arnall and other southerners have freely predicted that the South will also "capture" the woolen and worsted industry, two thirds of which is still in New England, and large segments of other manufacturing groups.



Why do industries move south, with all of the attendant consequences to their employees and community?
 
 It would be unfair to imply that the South's natural advantages have not been responsible for a large share of this industrial migration. Perhaps most important of all, the South has a much larger supply of labor, primarily from the farms, to draw upon for industrial employment, thus enabling employers to select the youngest and most adaptable. Pure, fresh water; nearness to raw materials and production factors; greater space; a milder climate; and the hospitality shown new industries in new areas are also southern advantages which should not be denied. Nor should we seek to hamper the rapid efforts of the South to obtain some of New England's many and well-known advantages, in skilled labor, research, markets, and credit facilities.
 
 Another major reason has been the influence of Federal programs. The best example of this is the cost of electric power. The man who wants to start a moderate-sized industry with a demand of 500 kilowatts and a monthly use of 100,000 kilowatt-hours would pay an annual electric bill in Boston of $26,800, but in Chattanooga only $11,000. New England, it should be noted, has not yet acquired for itself a single Federal hydroelectric project.
 
 But the final reason for migration, with which I am particularly concerned, is the cost differential resulting from practices or conditions permitted or provided by Federal law which are unfair or substandard by any criterion. Massachusetts manufacturing industries in May of 1953 paid an average hourly wage of $1.64; but because the Federal minimum is only an outdated 75 cents an hour, many industries migrating to the rural communities of Mississippi pay workers only that less-than-subsistence wage, and those employees under "learners permits" even less. Practically all New England woolen textile mills pay a wage of at least $1.20 an hour; but because of the recent Fulbright Amendment to the Walsh-Healey Act, which has held up the establishment of this wage as the new Federal minimum for that industry, the New England mills must bid for government contracts against southern mills paying only $1.05 an hour. Labor organizations in highly unionized New England have achieved not only better wages but pension and fringe benefits as well. In the South, however, unionization of competing plants has been virtually halted since enactment of the Taft-Hartley Law.
 
 Without adequate Federal standards for social security or unemployment compensation, many employers who move south support a level of benefits far below those paid by New England industry. Federal tax amortization benefits have not only been disproportionately granted to southern plants, but have also been granted to promote expansion in the South without regard to available facilities and manpower in New England. Federally regulated shipping rates by rail, truck, or sea discriminate unduly against New England and are a confused, shapeless mass of regulation. One of the most obviously unfair inducements offered to those considering migration is the tax-free plant built by a southern community with the proceeds of Federally tax-exempt municipal bonds.
 
 It is therefore an unfortunate conclusion that the southward migration of industry from New England has too frequently taken place for causes other than normal competition and natural advantages.
 
 This is particularly unfortunate when one realizes the effect of such industrial migrations upon the communities left behind. In Massachusetts alone, over 30,000 jobs have been lost in the textile industry since 1946. When the Kilburn Cotton Mill in New Bedford, Massachusetts, was partially liquidated and moved to North Carolina, 1000 workers lost their jobs. In Lawrence, particularly dependent upon the textile industry, post-war liquidations and migrations caused approximately one fifth of all workers to be without jobs continually from 1947 to early 1953--the period of the greatest prosperity in American history. Nearly 5 million square feet of industrial plant stood idle. Over $11 million annually was paid out in unemployment insurance benefits which were exhausted by over 50 per cent of the thousands of unemployed. Today Lawrence and the other one-industry towns in New England have made a remarkable recovery, partly through improvement in the textile industry but also through the fullest utilization of Yankee initiative and natural advantages in developing new, more stable industries to replace the old.
 
 But current threats of further migration, including the largest woolen manufacturer in the nation, again endanger the improved employment status in these communities.
 
 These labor surplus areas are just one effect which the years of industrial migration have had upon older manufacturing regions. Although the New England states are far from depressed or undeveloped, and their citizens still enjoy a standard of living and per capita income above that of the nation as a whole, the lack of sufficient new industry to replace the old plants lost to the South has retarded New England's economic growth. Its industrialization, manufacturing employment, and per capita income have not kept pace with increases in the rest of the country. The year 1952-1953 was one of New England's most prosperous years; yet the region lagged behind national increases in total income and manufacturing payrolls and suffered a serious loss of employment in nonelectrical machinery, textiles, apparel, leather products, and several other industries. In all too many cases migration southward was directly responsible for this job loss, even in the newer hard-goods industries such as electrical machinery. The losses which would be suffered in the event of a general recession or another textile crisis would be drastically more severe in New England than in any other area of the country.
 
 In contrast, as pointed out by Oscar Handlin in the December issue of the Atlantic, the South is becoming industrialized at a pace we must all admire. In 1951 the South added, on the average, one multimillion-dollar plant a day. In that year capital investment in new southern plants reached $3 billion. Included among the new plants of the past few years are well over a hundred new woolen and worsted mills. During the past two decades, the South's multiple increases in the sale of goods manufactured, in value added by industry to raw materials received, in number of new independent businesses, in construction, in industrial employment, in total income payments, in total wages and salaries, in wage rates, and in per capita income payments have been many times as great as the rate of increase for the United States as a whole, for New England, or for any other region. The eleven southeastern states, for example, between 1929 and 1950 increased their per capita income 179 per cent. The gain for the nation as a whole was 111 per cent, for New England 85 per cent.
 
 It would be wrong for New England to attempt to retard industrialization of the South. It is wrong to say, as did a Boston newspaper editorial, that the South is trying to "impoverish New England." Although New England is at a locational disadvantage in reaching the rapidly expanding markets of the southeast and the southwest, New England must sell to the South and the nation as a whole. New England thus benefits from this tremendous increase in southern and national purchasing power and prosperity. To the extent that locational advantages of southern industries offer real efficiency, New England consumers share the benefits of such efficiency with the entire nation.
 
 New England knows it cannot shrink from competition with the South. The TVA is not "creeping socialism" because it attracts New England industry. It is a challenge to us to seek further utilization of our own natural resources. The modern plants and machines of the South, and the new and vigorous ideas of southern manufacturers, set a standard which New England industry should emulate, not try to destroy.



However, I must reiterate that Federal policies have in many instances contributed to the unfair competitive practices or unfair inducements which have led to industrial migration. The answer lies neither in prohibiting Federal power and other programs aiding the South, nor, as some have maintained, in cutting wages or social benefits in New England or meeting subsidy with more subsidies; for in the end all of us are harmed and our problems still remain unsolved. Instead positive action is required. For this reason I presented to the Senate in May of 1953 a comprehensive program calling for Federal legislation aimed at the correction of these abuses.
 
 I called for action to aid the expansion and diversification of industry in our older areas in order to replace the traditional industries lost through migration. Such aid would include providing loans and assistance to small business, retraining unemployed industrial workers, providing tax amortization benefits for industries expanding in areas of chronic unemployment, developing natural resources, and aiding local industrial development agencies. I further called for more adequate security for the jobless and aged who are the victims of industrial dislocation. But that is not enough. The minimum-wage, Walsh-Healey, Taft-Hartley, unemployment compensation, and social security laws must be improved to prevent the use of substandard wages, anti-union policies, and inadequate social benefits as lures to industrial migration. Tax loopholes must be closed, and equal consideration given to all areas in the administration of policies dealing with tax write-offs, transportation rates, and government contracts and projects; for these should not be factors inducing plant migration.
 
 These are some of the policies within the jurisdiction of the Federal government affecting New England's economic status. At no time did I suggest in this program that a solution of New England's difficulties must be at the expense of the economic well-being of the South. I was anxious that the program be studied not as a political or regional issue, with heated arguments and oversimplified solutions, but rather as a program of mutual benefit for all, upon the interdependent economies of New England, the South, and the nation. It was not my intention to absolve New England from all responsibility for its economic ills, or to make the South a whipping boy in an appeal to the emotions of the man on the street. This is a problem upon which interregional cooperation, not political antagonisms, is needed.
 
 Unfortunately, perhaps owing to incomplete reports in the public press, my position was not so understood by most southern newspapers. I was accused in editorials appearing all the way from Greenville, North Carolina, to San Antonio, Texas, of "blatantly asking for special and unusual consideration... attempting punitive legislation against the South... seeking Federal interference to help New England and hurt the South... and projecting on a legislative scale the North-South row at the 1952 Democratic National Convention."
 
 Some of my colleagues in the United States Senate and House of Representatives also misunderstood my position. I did not, as Senator Maybank implied in his speech hailed by the southern press as an answer to "The Kennedy Program," seek "to transfer the faults and ailments which caused (New England's) hardships to other regions." Certainly I hope I was not one of those New England "spokesmen" who, Representative Chatham of North Carolina said, had "cried so pitifully over an empire which has lost its control over the rest of the country."



I sincerely believe that any future economic revival in New England, and my proposals for fair competition under existing Federal statutes, will aid, not injure, the prosperity of the South. I say that for four reasons:--
 
 First, so interdependent is the economy of the United States that any increase in tempo in New England will stimulate industry in the South. When New England prospers, as it has in recent months, the South and all sections of the country that depend upon New England for markets and sources of supply are also benefited. New England's role in our economic stability and, I might add, in our mobilization effort is fundamental. The progress that the South has made in the past two decades has had a measurable effect on the welfare of the people all over the country. It is, I am sure, of importance to the entire United States that the New England economy remain a strong and viable force in the economic life of the country.
 
 Secondly, surplus labor areas, a declining textile industry, inadequate use of water resources, one-industry towns, the debilitating effects of long-term unemployment and economically insecure old age, all trouble to some degree certain areas and industries in the South as well as in New England. Some North Carolina communities, for instance, were hard hit when the hosiery industry moved to lower wage areas further south and in Puerto Rico. These are all problems that now exist in many parts of the country, and they will multiply as the economies of those regions mature.
 
 It is imperative for the newer industrialized areas such as the Southeast to plan now for their "old age." When other areas, in Latin America and Asia, are industrially developed, the South will suffer the same pangs of aging now suffered by New England. This is particularly true because of the concentration of the southeast states upon the vulnerable American textile industry. In 1950 the three largest textile states of the South had 57 per cent, 67 per cent, and 39 per cent of their manufacturing employment in textiles. Already employment in these states has been affected by the impact of synthetic fibers, foreign competition, and migration on the cotton textile industry.
 
 Third, the South is certain to seek Federal measures to alleviate these problems, just as it utilized Federal assistance in the days when Franklin Roosevelt called it "The Nation's Number One Problem Area." Thus it does not behoove some southern spokesmen now to attack programs channeling defense contracts to labor surplus areas, or seeking improvements in the Walsh-Healey Act, as "Federal interference with the forces of free competition." More than any other region the South has reason to recognize the tremendous role that the Federal government can play in developing the resources of an area. RFC loans, Federally constructed or financed power projects, soil conservation programs, farm price supports, grants-in-aid, construction projects, military installations, tax amortization certificates, and other policies and programs of the Federal government have been largely responsible for the remarkable improvement in the southern economy during the past twenty years. The southeastern states received in 1949 7.3 per cent of their income, gross wages, and salaries from the Federal government, as compared with 3.7 per cent for New England and 4.8 per cent for the United States as a whole. Four southern states, for example, received certificates of necessity for rapid tax amortization of industrial facilities worth five times the amount awarded the six New England states, although the latter's proportionate share of manufacturing industry was twice as great. In fiscal 1952, total Internal Revenue collections in Georgia netted the Federal government only a little more than one third of the amount collected from Massachusetts; but expenditures of the Federal government for grants-in-aid, wages and salaries, and rivers and harbors and flood-control projects in Georgia actually exceeded such Federal expenditures in the state of Massachusetts. Admittedly this is due in part to a consistent lag in the efforts of New England businessmen and officials to participate in such programs; but the fact remains that the South has profited enormously and will in the future profit from Federal action in the economic sphere.



Last, but most important, I have stressed many times in my speeches the theme of fair competition; and fair competition is just as essential to the South and its industries as it is to any other section of the United States. I am certain that the use of unfair practices to encourage the abandonment of existing plants, employees, and communities in New England, with its consequent long-term unemployment and distress, is not a necessary part of the South's industrialization program. Its aim should rather be one of new industrial development. "Our industrial concept," stated Mississippi's Governor White, "is not of robbing Peter to pay Paul."
 
 Robbing Peter to pay Paul, in my opinion, does those Southern communities which practice it more harm than good. Dr. Harriet Herring of North Carolina, in her book Southern Industry and Regional Development, pointed out that artificial or substandard inducements to migration bring weak industries, a hit-or-miss industrial development, and no diversification of industry.
 
 Substandard wages and tax subsidies are no foundation upon which to build stable industry. As pointed out by the San Antonio News, "The South should not want any industrialization founded on the reactionary concept of cheap labor. It is not cheap in the long run for any of the parties concerned." The South's greatest industrial growth has occurred at the same time as a steady narrowing in the North-South wage differential; and southern factories producing automobiles, aircraft, oil, and other products pay the same wages as their northern plants or competitors. Several southern economists and study groups have concluded that the Federal minimum-wage law, introduced by Hugo Black of Alabama, has not harmed industrial development in the South but has on the whole been beneficial and needs revitalization. Wages, they point out, are not only costs but also aids to productivity and purchasing power. Companies that come south to exploit southern labor, with the aid of inadequate minimum-wage and public contracts laws, and free from unionization under Taft-Hartley, are merely holding back southern progress.
 
 Southerners themselves are becoming aware of the vice of luring industry southward through such inducements as tax-free plants built with Federally tax-exempt municipal bonds. Virginia repealed its tax exemption law in 1946, on the ground that it meant unstable industry and an unstable tax base. Although Alabama, Arkansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, and Tennessee have statutes offering tax exemptions to new industries, Virginia, Texas, North Carolina, and Georgia do not. The Southeastern States Tax Officials Association has condemned the practice of tax-free municipal plants as "inequitable and unfair to industry in the State and detrimental to the taxpayers of the State because what is given away must be paid for by other businesses and individuals, ultimately, thereby creating an unhealthy social and economic condition."
 
 Industries thus attracted are migrants, not new enterprises, with home offices outside the South. Once having accepted tax benefits and a few years of heavy profits, they may again move, leaving that community as well with empty buildings, stranded workers, and a heavy bond issue. As such use of public credit spreads, no community can be sure of the stability of the enterprises on which its citizens depend for their livelihood. In one southern town of only 10,000 people, municipal bonds for private industrial plants were proposed to the extent of $51 million, or an additional debt load of more than $5000 plus interest for every man, woman, and child in the town! What happens when their newfound benefactors leave for another bargain elsewhere?
 
 The elimination of unfair competition of this character will benefit the South as it will benefit New England. The proposals I have made should not be regarded as posing an antagonistic issue between North and South. The issue that they do pose concerns the stability and integrity of our entire national economy. The competitive struggle for industry will and must go on, but it will be a fair struggle based on natural advantages and natural resources, not exploiting conditions and circumstances that tend to depress rather than elevate the economic welfare of the nation.
 
 New England, without unthinking optimism, undue pessimism, or unfair recrimination, must meet the actual advantages of the South by developing its own human, material, and natural resources and, in that process, by utilizing the facilities of the Federal government wherever that is appropriate. It must also call upon the Congress to correct those abuses of Federal policies and competitive practices which have led to undesirable industrial dislocation.
 
 The South, instead of fighting such a program, should welcome it for the stability that it promises and the safeguards that it assures to the South's new and proud industrialization. It is a common goal that lies ahead of us--the expansion and prosperity of every section of the nation, not the ephemeral aggrandizement of one at the expense of another through the exploitation of impermanent and ultimately self-destroying values. In checking such practices, the alliance of both South and North is needed if we would carry out our common pledge "to promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity."
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RFK Jr.'s Philosophy of Contradictions

Making sense of the most consequential independent presidential run in decades

by John Hendrickson




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. smiled, threw up a stilted wave, and made eye contact with nobody in particular. He was shuffling into Puckett's restaurant in Franklin, Tennessee, earlier this month for a plate of midday meatloaf. No advance team had peppered the room with stickers or buttons bearing his name. No one had tipped off the local media. Flanked by his press secretary and a couple of plainclothes security guards, Kennedy made his way toward a large table back near the kitchen, where he and I were scheduled to meet for an interview. The roughly two dozen lunch patrons didn't appear to clock him, nor did the waiter.

Kennedy's independent campaign for the White House has a loose, confounding energy to it. Most presidential candidates would glad-hand at a place like Puckett's; Kennedy didn't bother. Rather than run on a policy slogan--"Medicare for all," "Build the wall"--Kennedy has opted for something closer to mysticism. He uses the word existential in nearly every speech. He spends an inordinate amount of time on podcasts.

"You know, so much of life, we see from the surface," Kennedy told me that day. "It's like the surface of the ocean. There's a storm going on, there's winds blowing, and we get preoccupied with ambitions, with fear, with, you know, trepidation. And then if you sink a few feet below the ocean, it's calm there. And that, I think, is where we're supposed to spend as much time as possible, in that place where it's peaceful, where you understand everything is kind of an illusion. We're walking through a dream, and our job is to be kind to people, to be open, to be tolerant."

Despite this hazy rhetoric, establishment Democrats consider Kennedy to be a concrete danger to the future of democracy. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries has called Kennedy "a living, breathing false-flag operation" whose "whole campaign is being run by right-wing political operatives who have one objective: try to take down President Joe Biden."

When I first interviewed Kennedy last year, many people derided him as a distraction who would quickly fade into obscurity. Five months out from Election Day, Kennedy is polling in the double digits and fighting for nationwide ballot access. His team insists that voters will be able to pull the lever for him in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Many political observers have argued that, like past third-party candidates who have hurt Democrats, he is poised to draw more votes from Biden than from former President Donald Trump. A recent New York Times/Siena poll showed that Kennedy has particularly strong support among young voters and Latinos, two groups Biden needs more than Trump. Yet he's also drawing support from Republicans and conservatives. Many of these voters are willing to look past his conspiratorial, anti-vaccination statements. Some may share his views.

Read: The first MAGA democrat

While Biden and Trump fight for first place, Kennedy is zigzagging around the country, talking about our need to reconnect with the Earth and rediscover our shared humanity. Born and raised an East Coast Catholic, he now resembles an aging California hippie preaching New Age mantras. He's not running a winning operation so much as he's on a public self-actualization journey. And America will have to live with the consequences.

Like with Biden and Trump, Kennedy's mental state receives armchair diagnoses on a daily basis. But, unlike Biden and Trump, Kennedy says he once had a parasitic worm in his brain. I asked him if he would consent to undergoing a cognitive test. "The cognitive exam is called the debates. I would gladly take it," he said. "I take a cognitive exam every time I do a podcast--I challenge the other candidates to take the cognitive test with me." He added that he'd release his medical records if his chief opponents did the same.

Three nights before our lunch in Tennessee, I showed up at Kennedy's rally in Austin, Texas. Outside the venue I spotted one attendee with colorful markers scribbling out a homemade sign: WORMS NOT WARS. The man, a 39-year-old named Steven Kinsey, told me he had spent his entire adult life supporting Democrats, including Biden. But several months ago he happened to hear Kennedy on Theo Von's podcast when the episode came up on shuffle. "I was like, 'Oh, isn't that that crazy Kennedy?'" he said. "So I just left it on for entertainment purposes. And I was blown away. I was like, 'This isn't the same guy that everyone says is wacko.'"

From the May 2024 issue: Is Theo Von the next Joe Rogan?

Kennedy's rhetoric--whether you believe it to be wacko or compelling--is full of contradictions. He views himself as a pacifist--an anti-war candidate who nonetheless falls to the right of many liberals on key issues of the moment, including Israel in its war with Hamas. Kennedy told me he is "very pro-Palestinian," but like Biden, he is steadfastly supporting Israel. "I think, for Israel's future, for Gaza's future, Hamas has to be gotten rid of," he said. "I don't see what happens in a cease-fire. I don't even understand what people, you know, expect out of it."

Kennedy made headlines in early May for saying he supported abortion rights up until the moment of birth. But over lunch with me several days later, he explained why he had already modified his position, supporting abortion rights only to the point of fetal viability. "I've had 40 years that show that I'm pretty indifferent to a political cost of whatever issue," he said. "If I'm wrong about something, if somebody shows me facts, I'm going to change my mind." When I asked whether he'd enshrine abortion rights at the federal level, he was cagey. "Maybe an early--you know--before viability," he said. "Listen, I don't tell people I'm going to do something I don't think can be done."

In the early 2000s, Kennedy helped popularize the idea that vaccines cause autism, a theory that remains scientifically unproven. Last summer, he falsely claimed that the coronavirus pandemic may have been "ethnically targeted" to attack Caucasians and Black people, and that "Ashkenazi Jews and Chinese" are most immune from the virus. Nevertheless, he rejects the anti-vax label. "First of all, virtually everything that the press has written about my opinion of vaccines is wrong," he told me. He said he believes that his position on vaccines is "aligned with what 99 percent of Americans feel." In a bit of revisionist history, he said his stance boils down to "If people want vaccines they should be able to get 'em. I'm not going to do anything to interfere with that." He told me that he wants people to have "the best science" on risk and efficacy. "And that's all I've been saying for years. And that the people who are injured by vaccines, there's a certain amount of people who are injured, and that we ought to be listening to them, not telling them that they're fine and gaslighting them."

Kennedy has practically zero chance of winning the White House and turning these policy positions into laws. As of now, he won't participate in the first presidential debate in June. During our lunch, I asked him which state he most believes he'll win, or, more generally, if he has a viable path to 270 electoral votes. He mentioned a few spots where he's gaining traction, but couldn't answer either question definitively. "I'm only peripherally involved in that part of the campaign," he said of state-level plans--he was saying, in other words, that he's not involved in the part of the campaign that's concerned with trying to win the election. He deferred my nuts-and-bolts queries to his campaign manager, Amaryllis Fox Kennedy, his daughter-in-law.

"You know, there's a mathematical answer," she told me by phone last night. "But there's also an answer that really has continued to transcend math all the way through." She referred to this as "the America that almost was and what could be," paraphrasing the author Charles Eisenstein. "Part of what I think a lot of observers, at least at this stage in the cycle, get wrong, is looking at national races rather than looking at individual states and how together they deliver a new leader to the White House," she said.

I asked her which individual states her campaign will win.

"Well, you know, John, I would love to tell you that list," she said. "One of the aspects to our electoral map that's extremely important is not signaling where we're going to be focused, ensuring advertising rates and attention and so forth are affordable and achievable there. So I can't share the states with you except to say that Bobby is speaking to all Americans, and most especially to Americans who've been completely ignored by the map of the two-party system for decades and decades and are ready to have a say in the system."

I asked her again. She eventually said that her team has a list of 29 states, but refused to share any of them, raising the possibility that Kennedy's opponents may try to infiltrate their campaign. "Where we see the strongest numbers right now is, you know, the matter of a lot of internal polling. I'm sure the other campaigns are doing their own internal polling. But in the balance of resources, it wouldn't be wise for us to spend a lot of hours on polling and then share them publicly."

Though Kennedy will almost certainly lose the election, he could still affect its outcome by being a spoiler. The Democrats sense this. The DNC recently hired the veteran operative Lis Smith to lead a team focused on attacking third-party candidates, Kennedy in particular. Outside Kennedy's rally in Austin, a black box truck drove laps around the venue. Among the rotating messages on its exterior about Kennedy and his running mate: WHY IS TRUMP'S TOP DONOR SPENDING $20 MILLION TO PROP UP RFK JR. AND NICOLE SHANAHAN? Beneath Photoshopped images of the two candidates in MAGA hats was a disclaimer: PAID FOR BY THE DEMOCRATIC NATIONAL COMMITTEE.

The Democratic pollster and strategist Ben Tulchin has recently been looking closely at two swing states, Arizona and Pennsylvania. In Arizona, in particular, Tulchin's data indicate that Kennedy is a bigger threat to Biden than he is to Trump, especially among young people and Latinos. "I've been raising the alarm with the Democratic Party and anyone who will hear me in the Biden campaign," Tulchin told me.

At the national level, though, a clear picture has yet to emerge. Patrick Murray, director of the Monmouth University Polling Institute, told me in an email, "There is no evidence in the current polls that conclusively points to RFK pulling more support from either side." He continued, "The problem is, of course, with expected close outcomes in a few key Electoral College states, any small spoiler effect that's hidden in the polling margins can have major consequences. Sample polling may not be precise enough to find it, unless you can interview every voter. That type of polling is called an election."

Kennedy keeps steadily attracting not just independents but a mix of Democrats and Republicans alike. This aligns with what I've noticed at his events--a diverse generational cross section: crypto bros, cowboys, crunchy hippies. Kennedy looks out from the stage and sees it, too--all the wide-eyed voters looking back.

To stiff-arm the spoiler characterization, Kennedy refers to his own polling that shows he'd defeat either Biden or Trump in head-to-head matchups. "I'm not a spoiler, because I can win," he told me flatly.

Trump rallies brim with a dystopian, campy Americana. Biden rallies barely exist. Kennedy rallies, meanwhile, tend to feel like giant house parties. Opening acts usually include cover bands, and many attendees mingle while sipping drinks. Inside the downtown-Austin venue, nearly 1,000 people milled about multiple bars and listened to a band cycle through crowd favorites: Tom Petty's "I Won't Back Down," 4 Non Blondes' "What's Up?," and, in an ironic twist, Creedence Clearwater Revival's "Fortunate Son."

One of the first speakers that night was the regenerative-farming influencer Ryland Engelhart. He quoted the mystic poet Rumi and affectionately likened the RFK Jr. campaign to Noah's Ark--"a big foolish project." Engelhart told the crowd that he had been sitting on the toilet scrolling through his phone when he first discovered Kennedy and his message. He spoke wistfully about a recent fundraiser that ended with Kennedy joining his donors in a sweat lodge. He paraphrased another Rumi line at the end of his speech: Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I'll meet you there. Then offered a 2024 addendum: "There is a president beyond Donald Trump and Joe Biden. I will meet you there."

Read: The RFK Jr. strategy clicks into focus

Shanahan made a rare public appearance that night. A Silicon Valley businesswoman and reported billionaire, she has no political experience and is not a natural public speaker. Most of her message was not about the election, but about topics such as healthy soil and the danger of forever chemicals in food. "A lot of our most innovative solutions come from outside conventional politics--they are in the realm of what's been called 'alternative,'" she said. "Yes, I know that sounds so radical. It shouldn't. I have seen the power of these little alternative ways of thinking in my own life. I have used alternative health practices to restore my health, my fertility ... I know what is possible when you think with an alternative, creative mindset."

When Kennedy took the stage, he told the crowd, "Every time I see her speak, I fall a little bit more in love with her." He went on, "Most of the presidential candidates we have today, they sound like they're doing a satire of Veep. And that's not what you hear from Nicole--you hear a lecture about soil!" He warned that the more Americans spend on medicine, the unhealthier we get. "What is it that is causing us not to see that?" he asked. "What is it that is causing us to constantly feed this beast that is making us more and more sick all the time? It's the corrupt political system. It's the subversion of our democracy." His message built toward a call-and-response finale. "If Nicole and I get into office, everything is going to change," Kennedy said.

"Don't you want everything to change?"

"Yes!" the crowd shouted.

"Is there anything that you want to keep the same?"

"No!"

Some of the people most concerned about Kennedy's impact on the election are members of his own family. Last year, a few Kennedys began speaking out against what they saw as the dangers of his campaign. His brother Christopher Kennedy recently characterized RFK as "unreachable," a "true believer" with "fringe thinking," "crackpot ideas," and "unsound judgment." On St. Patrick's Day this year, dozens of Kennedys gathered at the White House and took a family photo with Biden--an unsubtle message to RFK.

I asked Kennedy what had gone through his mind when he saw that photo. He stared off at a refrigerator along the wall separating the restaurant's dining room from its kitchen. He wiped his eye. He leaned forward with both elbows on the table. All told, it took him 34 seconds to formulate his answer. Kennedy acknowledged that he has family members who are "not enthused" about his candidacy, and some who are supporting him. "I don't harbor resentments anymore," he said. "I just don't. I think they're corrosive. They're like swallowing poison and hoping someone else will die."

Read: Where RFK Jr. goes from here

He told me that he had expected to be polling well among his fellow Baby Boomers, because they were the ones with the most nostalgia for his father and uncle--the Camelot era. But so far, he said, younger people were his strongest bloc of support, people who likely didn't think much about that history. I asked if he felt primarily like a Kennedy, someone carrying on a family legacy, or if he saw himself as just Bobby.

"Where do we get our sense of self?" he asked. "It comes from the principles which are the boundaries of that entity. The principles, the places where we say to ourselves, 'I would never do that.' And it comes from, you know, feelings that are the product of our history and our culture and our genes. You know, I grew up in this family. That lucky event, for me, has been one of the formative features and forces of my life. And has crafted everything I believe in as a person. It'd be hard for me to separate myself from my family."

He characterized the past year of campaigning as "a very intense lesson on all the things that you're supposed to learn in the course of your life." Running for president, he said, teaches you how to process antipathy. "You got a lot of hatred coming in, and anger, and then, you know, the opposite of that, too." The goal he chases is to treat "everything as an imposter," even the adulation. But he seems to have a harder time with that last part.

"I think one of the inspiring things for me is how many people have put hopes in me for change. And I'm sure if you interview some of these people who are following me, it's extraordinary to me that so many people show up," he said. "A lot of them come to me crying and just voice their hopes. And it feels like a big responsibility." He told me that this has changed him in a "fundamental" way. "It's made me try to be the person that, you know, people hope I am."

It's hard to know who that person is, or what he stands for. Kennedy told me that he believes the worst things Trump did as president were instituting lockdowns during the early phase of the pandemic and walking away from a nuclear-weapons treaty with Russia. He referred to Biden's border policy as "a catastrophe." He wants voters to distrust the government, yet he also wants to run the government. Kennedy remains a magnet for the disillusioned. His philosophy isn't profound, but his supporters seem to know that he's saying something, and that it's a little dangerous and alluring. In an election with two deeply unpopular major-party candidates, that message--even if it doesn't add up to much--is resonating.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> announces product and content partnership with OpenAI






Today The Atlantic is announcing a strategic content and product partnership with OpenAI, which positions The Atlantic as a premium news source within OpenAI. The Atlantic's articles will be discoverable within OpenAI's products, including ChatGPT, and as a partner, The Atlantic will help to shape how news is surfaced and presented in future real-time discovery products. Queries that surface The Atlantic will include attribution and a link to read the full article on theatlantic.com.
 
 As part of this agreement, The Atlantic and OpenAI are also collaborating on product and tech: The Atlantic's product team will have privileged access to OpenAI tech, give feedback, and share use-cases to shape and improve future news experiences in ChatGPT and other OpenAI products. The Atlantic is currently developing an experimental microsite, called Atlantic Labs, to figure out how AI can help in the development of new products and features to better serve its journalism and readers--and will pilot OpenAI's and other emerging tech in this work. (The Labs site will not involve the editorial team; it is a sandbox for our product and technology team. Additionally, AI is not being used to create The Atlantic's journalism.)
 
 "We believe that people searching with AI models will be one of the fundamental ways that people navigate the web in the future," said Nicholas Thompson, The Atlantic's CEO. "We're delighted to partner with OpenAI, to make The Atlantic's reporting and stories more discoverable to their millions of users, and to have a voice in shaping how news is surfaced on their platforms."
 
 "Enabling access to The Atlantic's reporting in our products will allow users to more deeply interact with thought-provoking news. We are dedicated to supporting high-quality journalism and the publishing ecosystem," said Brad Lightcap, OpenAI COO.
 
 The Atlantic is maximizing ambition as it continues to pair journalistic excellence with growth across the company--building on the recently announced milestones of surpassing 1 million subscriptions and reaching profitability. It is pursuing partnerships, like that with OpenAI, that recognize the enormous value of The Atlantic's independent journalism and storytelling, and that responsibly pursue new reader growth and discoverability. In April, for the third consecutive year, The Atlantic was awarded the top honor of General Excellence at the 2024 National Magazine Awards, the most prestigious category in the annual honors from the American Society of Magazine Editors, and won three separate reporting awards. The magazine earned its first Pulitzer Prizes in 2021, 2022, and 2023 for stories that exemplify the depth and range of its journalism.

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross, SVP of Communications
 press@theatlantic.com
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RFK Jr.'s Philosophy of Contradictions

Making sense of the most consequential independent presidential run in decades

by John Hendrickson




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. smiled, threw up a stilted wave, and made eye contact with nobody in particular. He was shuffling into Puckett's restaurant in Franklin, Tennessee, earlier this month for a plate of midday meatloaf. No advance team had peppered the room with stickers or buttons bearing his name. No one had tipped off the local media. Flanked by his press secretary and a couple of plainclothes security guards, Kennedy made his way toward a large table back near the kitchen, where he and I were scheduled to meet for an interview. The roughly two dozen lunch patrons didn't appear to clock him, nor did the waiter.

Kennedy's independent campaign for the White House has a loose, confounding energy to it. Most presidential candidates would glad-hand at a place like Puckett's; Kennedy didn't bother. Rather than run on a policy slogan--"Medicare for all," "Build the wall"--Kennedy has opted for something closer to mysticism. He uses the word existential in nearly every speech. He spends an inordinate amount of time on podcasts.

"You know, so much of life, we see from the surface," Kennedy told me that day. "It's like the surface of the ocean. There's a storm going on, there's winds blowing, and we get preoccupied with ambitions, with fear, with, you know, trepidation. And then if you sink a few feet below the ocean, it's calm there. And that, I think, is where we're supposed to spend as much time as possible, in that place where it's peaceful, where you understand everything is kind of an illusion. We're walking through a dream, and our job is to be kind to people, to be open, to be tolerant."

Despite this hazy rhetoric, establishment Democrats consider Kennedy to be a concrete danger to the future of democracy. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries has called Kennedy "a living, breathing false-flag operation" whose "whole campaign is being run by right-wing political operatives who have one objective: try to take down President Joe Biden."

When I first interviewed Kennedy last year, many people derided him as a distraction who would quickly fade into obscurity. Five months out from Election Day, Kennedy is polling in the double digits and fighting for nationwide ballot access. His team insists that voters will be able to pull the lever for him in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Many political observers have argued that, like past third-party candidates who have hurt Democrats, he is poised to draw more votes from Biden than from former President Donald Trump. A recent New York Times/Siena poll showed that Kennedy has particularly strong support among young voters and Latinos, two groups Biden needs more than Trump. Yet he's also drawing support from Republicans and conservatives. Many of these voters are willing to look past his conspiratorial, anti-vaccination statements. Some may share his views.

Read: The first MAGA democrat

While Biden and Trump fight for first place, Kennedy is zigzagging around the country, talking about our need to reconnect with the Earth and rediscover our shared humanity. Born and raised an East Coast Catholic, he now resembles an aging California hippie preaching New Age mantras. He's not running a winning operation so much as he's on a public self-actualization journey. And America will have to live with the consequences.

Like with Biden and Trump, Kennedy's mental state receives armchair diagnoses on a daily basis. But, unlike Biden and Trump, Kennedy says he once had a parasitic worm in his brain. I asked him if he would consent to undergoing a cognitive test. "The cognitive exam is called the debates. I would gladly take it," he said. "I take a cognitive exam every time I do a podcast--I challenge the other candidates to take the cognitive test with me." He added that he'd release his medical records if his chief opponents did the same.

Three nights before our lunch in Tennessee, I showed up at Kennedy's rally in Austin, Texas. Outside the venue I spotted one attendee with colorful markers scribbling out a homemade sign: WORMS NOT WARS. The man, a 39-year-old named Steven Kinsey, told me he had spent his entire adult life supporting Democrats, including Biden. But several months ago he happened to hear Kennedy on Theo Von's podcast when the episode came up on shuffle. "I was like, 'Oh, isn't that that crazy Kennedy?'" he said. "So I just left it on for entertainment purposes. And I was blown away. I was like, 'This isn't the same guy that everyone says is wacko.'"

From the May 2024 issue: Is Theo Von the next Joe Rogan?

Kennedy's rhetoric--whether you believe it to be wacko or compelling--is full of contradictions. He views himself as a pacifist--an anti-war candidate who nonetheless falls to the right of many liberals on key issues of the moment, including Israel in its war with Hamas. Kennedy told me he is "very pro-Palestinian," but like Biden, he is steadfastly supporting Israel. "I think, for Israel's future, for Gaza's future, Hamas has to be gotten rid of," he said. "I don't see what happens in a cease-fire. I don't even understand what people, you know, expect out of it."

Kennedy made headlines in early May for saying he supported abortion rights up until the moment of birth. But over lunch with me several days later, he explained why he had already modified his position, supporting abortion rights only to the point of fetal viability. "I've had 40 years that show that I'm pretty indifferent to a political cost of whatever issue," he said. "If I'm wrong about something, if somebody shows me facts, I'm going to change my mind." When I asked whether he'd enshrine abortion rights at the federal level, he was cagey. "Maybe an early--you know--before viability," he said. "Listen, I don't tell people I'm going to do something I don't think can be done."

In the early 2000s, Kennedy helped popularize the idea that vaccines cause autism, a theory that remains scientifically unproven. Last summer, he falsely claimed that the coronavirus pandemic may have been "ethnically targeted" to attack Caucasians and Black people, and that "Ashkenazi Jews and Chinese" are most immune from the virus. Nevertheless, he rejects the anti-vax label. "First of all, virtually everything that the press has written about my opinion of vaccines is wrong," he told me. He said he believes that his position on vaccines is "aligned with what 99 percent of Americans feel." In a bit of revisionist history, he said his stance boils down to "If people want vaccines they should be able to get 'em. I'm not going to do anything to interfere with that." He told me that he wants people to have "the best science" on risk and efficacy. "And that's all I've been saying for years. And that the people who are injured by vaccines, there's a certain amount of people who are injured, and that we ought to be listening to them, not telling them that they're fine and gaslighting them."

Kennedy has practically zero chance of winning the White House and turning these policy positions into laws. As of now, he won't participate in the first presidential debate in June. During our lunch, I asked him which state he most believes he'll win, or, more generally, if he has a viable path to 270 electoral votes. He mentioned a few spots where he's gaining traction, but couldn't answer either question definitively. "I'm only peripherally involved in that part of the campaign," he said of state-level plans--he was saying, in other words, that he's not involved in the part of the campaign that's concerned with trying to win the election. He deferred my nuts-and-bolts queries to his campaign manager, Amaryllis Fox Kennedy, his daughter-in-law.

"You know, there's a mathematical answer," she told me by phone last night. "But there's also an answer that really has continued to transcend math all the way through." She referred to this as "the America that almost was and what could be," paraphrasing the author Charles Eisenstein. "Part of what I think a lot of observers, at least at this stage in the cycle, get wrong, is looking at national races rather than looking at individual states and how together they deliver a new leader to the White House," she said.

I asked her which individual states her campaign will win.

"Well, you know, John, I would love to tell you that list," she said. "One of the aspects to our electoral map that's extremely important is not signaling where we're going to be focused, ensuring advertising rates and attention and so forth are affordable and achievable there. So I can't share the states with you except to say that Bobby is speaking to all Americans, and most especially to Americans who've been completely ignored by the map of the two-party system for decades and decades and are ready to have a say in the system."

I asked her again. She eventually said that her team has a list of 29 states, but refused to share any of them, raising the possibility that Kennedy's opponents may try to infiltrate their campaign. "Where we see the strongest numbers right now is, you know, the matter of a lot of internal polling. I'm sure the other campaigns are doing their own internal polling. But in the balance of resources, it wouldn't be wise for us to spend a lot of hours on polling and then share them publicly."

Though Kennedy will almost certainly lose the election, he could still affect its outcome by being a spoiler. The Democrats sense this. The DNC recently hired the veteran operative Lis Smith to lead a team focused on attacking third-party candidates, Kennedy in particular. Outside Kennedy's rally in Austin, a black box truck drove laps around the venue. Among the rotating messages on its exterior about Kennedy and his running mate: WHY IS TRUMP'S TOP DONOR SPENDING $20 MILLION TO PROP UP RFK JR. AND NICOLE SHANAHAN? Beneath Photoshopped images of the two candidates in MAGA hats was a disclaimer: PAID FOR BY THE DEMOCRATIC NATIONAL COMMITTEE.

The Democratic pollster and strategist Ben Tulchin has recently been looking closely at two swing states, Arizona and Pennsylvania. In Arizona, in particular, Tulchin's data indicate that Kennedy is a bigger threat to Biden than he is to Trump, especially among young people and Latinos. "I've been raising the alarm with the Democratic Party and anyone who will hear me in the Biden campaign," Tulchin told me.

At the national level, though, a clear picture has yet to emerge. Patrick Murray, director of the Monmouth University Polling Institute, told me in an email, "There is no evidence in the current polls that conclusively points to RFK pulling more support from either side." He continued, "The problem is, of course, with expected close outcomes in a few key Electoral College states, any small spoiler effect that's hidden in the polling margins can have major consequences. Sample polling may not be precise enough to find it, unless you can interview every voter. That type of polling is called an election."

Kennedy keeps steadily attracting not just independents but a mix of Democrats and Republicans alike. This aligns with what I've noticed at his events--a diverse generational cross section: crypto bros, cowboys, crunchy hippies. Kennedy looks out from the stage and sees it, too--all the wide-eyed voters looking back.

To stiff-arm the spoiler characterization, Kennedy refers to his own polling that shows he'd defeat either Biden or Trump in head-to-head matchups. "I'm not a spoiler, because I can win," he told me flatly.

Trump rallies brim with a dystopian, campy Americana. Biden rallies barely exist. Kennedy rallies, meanwhile, tend to feel like giant house parties. Opening acts usually include cover bands, and many attendees mingle while sipping drinks. Inside the downtown-Austin venue, nearly 1,000 people milled about multiple bars and listened to a band cycle through crowd favorites: Tom Petty's "I Won't Back Down," 4 Non Blondes' "What's Up?," and, in an ironic twist, Creedence Clearwater Revival's "Fortunate Son."

One of the first speakers that night was the regenerative-farming influencer Ryland Engelhart. He quoted the mystic poet Rumi and affectionately likened the RFK Jr. campaign to Noah's Ark--"a big foolish project." Engelhart told the crowd that he had been sitting on the toilet scrolling through his phone when he first discovered Kennedy and his message. He spoke wistfully about a recent fundraiser that ended with Kennedy joining his donors in a sweat lodge. He paraphrased another Rumi line at the end of his speech: Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I'll meet you there. Then offered a 2024 addendum: "There is a president beyond Donald Trump and Joe Biden. I will meet you there."

Read: The RFK Jr. strategy clicks into focus

Shanahan made a rare public appearance that night. A Silicon Valley businesswoman and reported billionaire, she has no political experience and is not a natural public speaker. Most of her message was not about the election, but about topics such as healthy soil and the danger of forever chemicals in food. "A lot of our most innovative solutions come from outside conventional politics--they are in the realm of what's been called 'alternative,'" she said. "Yes, I know that sounds so radical. It shouldn't. I have seen the power of these little alternative ways of thinking in my own life. I have used alternative health practices to restore my health, my fertility ... I know what is possible when you think with an alternative, creative mindset."

When Kennedy took the stage, he told the crowd, "Every time I see her speak, I fall a little bit more in love with her." He went on, "Most of the presidential candidates we have today, they sound like they're doing a satire of Veep. And that's not what you hear from Nicole--you hear a lecture about soil!" He warned that the more Americans spend on medicine, the unhealthier we get. "What is it that is causing us not to see that?" he asked. "What is it that is causing us to constantly feed this beast that is making us more and more sick all the time? It's the corrupt political system. It's the subversion of our democracy." His message built toward a call-and-response finale. "If Nicole and I get into office, everything is going to change," Kennedy said.

"Don't you want everything to change?"

"Yes!" the crowd shouted.

"Is there anything that you want to keep the same?"

"No!"

Some of the people most concerned about Kennedy's impact on the election are members of his own family. Last year, a few Kennedys began speaking out against what they saw as the dangers of his campaign. His brother Christopher Kennedy recently characterized RFK as "unreachable," a "true believer" with "fringe thinking," "crackpot ideas," and "unsound judgment." On St. Patrick's Day this year, dozens of Kennedys gathered at the White House and took a family photo with Biden--an unsubtle message to RFK.

I asked Kennedy what had gone through his mind when he saw that photo. He stared off at a refrigerator along the wall separating the restaurant's dining room from its kitchen. He wiped his eye. He leaned forward with both elbows on the table. All told, it took him 34 seconds to formulate his answer. Kennedy acknowledged that he has family members who are "not enthused" about his candidacy, and some who are supporting him. "I don't harbor resentments anymore," he said. "I just don't. I think they're corrosive. They're like swallowing poison and hoping someone else will die."

Read: Where RFK Jr. goes from here

He told me that he had expected to be polling well among his fellow Baby Boomers, because they were the ones with the most nostalgia for his father and uncle--the Camelot era. But so far, he said, younger people were his strongest bloc of support, people who likely didn't think much about that history. I asked if he felt primarily like a Kennedy, someone carrying on a family legacy, or if he saw himself as just Bobby.

"Where do we get our sense of self?" he asked. "It comes from the principles which are the boundaries of that entity. The principles, the places where we say to ourselves, 'I would never do that.' And it comes from, you know, feelings that are the product of our history and our culture and our genes. You know, I grew up in this family. That lucky event, for me, has been one of the formative features and forces of my life. And has crafted everything I believe in as a person. It'd be hard for me to separate myself from my family."

He characterized the past year of campaigning as "a very intense lesson on all the things that you're supposed to learn in the course of your life." Running for president, he said, teaches you how to process antipathy. "You got a lot of hatred coming in, and anger, and then, you know, the opposite of that, too." The goal he chases is to treat "everything as an imposter," even the adulation. But he seems to have a harder time with that last part.

"I think one of the inspiring things for me is how many people have put hopes in me for change. And I'm sure if you interview some of these people who are following me, it's extraordinary to me that so many people show up," he said. "A lot of them come to me crying and just voice their hopes. And it feels like a big responsibility." He told me that this has changed him in a "fundamental" way. "It's made me try to be the person that, you know, people hope I am."

It's hard to know who that person is, or what he stands for. Kennedy told me that he believes the worst things Trump did as president were instituting lockdowns during the early phase of the pandemic and walking away from a nuclear-weapons treaty with Russia. He referred to Biden's border policy as "a catastrophe." He wants voters to distrust the government, yet he also wants to run the government. Kennedy remains a magnet for the disillusioned. His philosophy isn't profound, but his supporters seem to know that he's saying something, and that it's a little dangerous and alluring. In an election with two deeply unpopular major-party candidates, that message--even if it doesn't add up to much--is resonating.
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The Real 'Deep State'

Lobbying firms have disguised their influence so well that it's often barely visible even to savvy Washington insiders.

by Franklin Foer




On March 18, news broke that Donald Trump intended to restore the disgraced lobbyist Paul Manafort to the ranks of his campaign advisers. In any other moral universe, this would have been an unimaginable rehabilitation. Back in 2016, as revelations about Manafort's work on behalf of pro-Kremlin politicians in Ukraine began appearing in the press, even Trump considered him a figure so toxic that he forced him to resign as chair of his campaign. Two years later, Manafort was locked up in federal prison on charges of tax evasion and money laundering, among other transgressions. His was one of the most precipitous falls in the history of Washington.

But at this stage in that history, it's not remotely shocking to learn that the revolving door continues to turn. By the end of Trump's term, Manafort had already won a presidential pardon. His unwillingness to cooperate with Special Counsel Robert Mueller's investigation had earned him Trump's unstinting admiration: "Such respect for a brave man," he tweeted. Now it seemed that Manafort's loyalty would be rewarded with the lobbyist's most valuable tool: the perception of access, at an opportune moment.

In early May, under growing media scrutiny for international consulting work that he'd reportedly been involved in after his pardon, Manafort said that he would "stick to the sidelines," playing a less visible role in supporting Trump. (He'd recently been in Milwaukee, part of meetings about this summer's Republican National Convention programming.) But if Trump wins the election, Manafort won't need 2024 campaign work officially on his resume to convince corporations and foreign regimes that he can bend U.S. policy on their behalf--and he and his ilk will be able to follow through on such pledges with unimpeded ease. A second Trump term would mark the culmination of the story chronicled by the brothers Luke and Brody Mullins, a pair of energetic reporters, in their absorbing new book, The Wolves of K Street: The Secret History of How Big Money Took Over Big Government.

From the March 2018 issue: Franklin Foer on the origins of Paul Manafort

As Trump dreams about governing a second time, he and his inner circle have declared their intention to purge what they call the "deep state": the civil service that they regard as one of the greatest obstacles to the realization of Trump's agenda. What they don't say is that the definition of the deep state--an entrenched force that wields power regardless of the administration in the White House--now fits the business of lobbying better than it does the faceless bureaucracy. This is the deep state, should Trump emerge the victor in the fall, that stands to achieve near-total domination of public power.

Lobbying, like Hollywood and Silicon Valley, is a quintessentially American industry. The sector took root along the K Street corridor of gleaming glass-and-steel buildings in downtown D.C. during the 1970s. Though accurately capturing the scale of its growth is hard, a study by George Mason University's Stephen S. Fuller Institute reported that, in 2016, the "advocacy cluster" employed more than 117,000 workers in metropolitan Washington (that's more than the population of Manchester, New Hampshire). In theory, lobbying is a constitutionally protected form of redressing grievances. Businesses have every right to argue their case in front of government officials whose policies affect their industries. In practice, lobbying has become a pernicious force in national life, courtesy of corporate America, which hugely outspends other constituencies--labor unions, consumer and environmental groups--on an enterprise now dedicated to honing ever more sophisticated methods of shaping public opinion in service of its own ends.

In the late '60s, only about 60 registered lobbyists were working in Washington. Most businesses, during the decades of postwar prosperity, didn't see the point in hiring that sort of help.

The forerunners of the modern lobbyist were Tommy "The Cork" Corcoran, a member of President Franklin D. Roosevelt's brain trust, and Clark Clifford, who ran President Harry Truman's poker games. Both men left jobs in government to become freelance fixers, working on behalf of corporate behemoths (the United Fruit Company, for example, and General Electric). Mystique was essential to their method. Corcoran kept his name out of the phone book and off his office door. If a company was bothered by a nettlesome bureaucrat--or wanted help overthrowing a hostile Central American government--they were the men ready to pick up the phone and make it so.

But Corcoran and Clifford were anomalous figures. In the late '60s, only about 60 registered lobbyists were working in Washington. Most businesses, during the decades of postwar prosperity, didn't see the point in hiring that sort of help. Management was at peace with labor. Corporations paid their taxes, while reaping ample profits. Then along came Ralph Nader, a young Harvard Law School graduate who ignited the modern consumer movement. By dint of his fervent advocacy, he managed to rally Congress to pass the National Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act in 1966, which led automakers to install headrests and shatter-resistant windshields. Nader, a scrappy upstart, single-handedly outmaneuvered the great General Motors.

From the October 1966 issue: Elizabeth Drew on the politics of automobile safety

Slow to register an emerging threat, corporate America sat complacently on the sidelines while an expansive new regulatory state emerged, posing a potential obstacle to business imperatives: The Environmental Protection Agency was established in 1970, followed by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration the next year, and the Consumer Product Safety Commission in 1972. Meanwhile, in 1971, a lawyer in Richmond, Virginia, named Lewis Powell urged a counterrevolution, writing a memo that called on the corporate world to build the infrastructure that would cultivate pro-business intellectuals and amass political power to defend the free market. Later that year, Richard Nixon named him to the Supreme Court.

A figure from outside the conservative orbit became the ground commander of the corporate cause in the capital. Tommy Boggs was the son of the legendary Hale Boggs, a Democratic congressman from Louisiana. The Great Society was, in no small measure, Hale's legislative handiwork, and Washington was in Tommy's blood. (As a boy, he ran House Speaker Sam Rayburn's private elevator in the Capitol.) He saw how he could become a successor to Corcoran and Clifford, but on a far grander scale. After a failed run for Congress in 1970, he devoted himself to expanding the lobbying firm Patton Boggs.

Boggs mobilized a grand corporate alliance (including television networks, advertising agencies, and food conglomerates) to roll back the liberal state--and then ferociously used his connections on his clients' behalf. M&M's and Milky Way (he was working for the Mars candy company) were among the beneficiaries of a major victory. Jimmy Carter's Federal Trade Commission had threatened to regulate the advertising of candy and sugar-heavy cereals directed at kids. Boggs sent the deputy editor of The Washington Post's editorial page, Meg Greenfield, material about the horrors of this regulation. The newspaper then published an editorial with the memorable headline "The FTC as National Nanny." Senators thundered against the absurdity of the new vigilance. The FTC abandoned its plans.

Boggs ignited not just a revolution in American government, but a cultural transformation of Washington. Before his ascent, patricians with boarding-school pedigrees sat atop the city's social hierarchy, disdainful of pecuniary interests and the ostentatious flaunting of wealth. Boggs, very highly paid to work his wonders, rubbed his success in Washington's face. He would cruise around town in one of the firm's fleet of luxury cars with a brick-size mobile phone plastered to his face, a cigar dangling from his mouth.

The story that unfolds in The Wolves of K Street features an ironic twist: Liberal activists figured out how to mobilize the public to care about important issues and how to inspire them to become democratically engaged. K Street fixers saw this success, then adapted the tactics to serve the interests of corporations. In the Mullinses' narrative, this evolution found its embodiment in Tony Podesta. An activist who came of age during the anti-war movement of the 1960s and a veteran of George McGovern's 1972 presidential campaign, Podesta made his name running the TV producer Norman Lear's group People for the American Way, a progressive counterweight to Jerry Falwell's Moral Majority. In 1987, Podesta helped rally the left to sink Robert Bork, Ronald Reagan's Supreme Court nominee.

Not long after, Podesta left the world of public-interest advocacy and began to sell his expertise--at first primarily to liberal groups, then almost exclusively to businesses. Using the techniques he learned while working with Lear, he specialized in deploying celebrity figures to influence public attitudes, counting on citizen sentiment to in turn sway politicians. To block the FDA from regulating vitamins in 1993 (his client was a group of dietary-supplement manufacturers), he cut an ad with the actor Mel Gibson that depicted a SWAT team busting him at home for possessing vitamin C. "Call the U.S. Senate and tell them that you want to take your vitamins in peace," Gibson said in a voice-over.

With stunning speed, Podesta--a bon vivant who went on to amass one of Washington's most impressive private collections of contemporary art--had gone from excelling in impassioned advocacy to becoming promiscuous in his choice of client. To fund his lifestyle, the Mullinses write, he helped Lockheed Martin win approval of the sale of F-16s to Pakistan, even though the Indian government, another client of the Podesta Group, opposed the deal. He represented the tire manufacturer Michelin and its competitor Pirelli. Over the objections of his staff, he joined forces with Paul Manafort to polish the image of Viktor Yanukovych, the corrupt pro-Kremlin politician who ruled Ukraine until a revolution ousted him in 2014.

As K Street boomed, the Mullinses show, its denizens remade American life well beyond Washington culture. They report that the firm Black, Manafort, Stone, and Kelly, also a central player in their book, aided the Australian magnate Rupert Murdoch in overcoming regulatory obstacles and extending his corrosive media empire in the United States. In the '80s, the firm became masters at deregulating industries and securing tax breaks for the powerful--$130 million for Bethlehem Steel, $58 million for Chrysler, $38 million for Johnson & Johnson--helping to usher in an age of corporate impunity and gaping inequality.

The Wolves of K Street is full of cautionary tales about the normalization of corruption. Revolving-door practices--leaving government jobs and parlaying insider connections into lucrative lobbying work--became part of the system. Meanwhile, the culture fueled fraudulent self-aggrandizing of the sort on lurid display in the sad case of a relatively fringe figure named Evan Morris. A kid from Queens who first arrived in town as a college intern in the Clinton White House, he quickly grasped that K Street represented the city's best path to power and wealth. He scored a coveted job at Tommy Boggs's firm while in law school, arriving just as lobbyists became essential cogs in a whole new realm: the machinery of electioneering.

The McCain-Feingold Act of 2002--campaign-finance legislation intended to wean the political system off big donors--prevented corporations and individuals from writing massive checks to political parties. Unable to rely as heavily on big donors, campaigns were happy to outsource to lobbyists the arduous job of rounding up smaller contributions from the wealthy: Lobbyists became "bundlers," in fundraising parlance. As a 20-something, Morris proved to be one of the Democratic Party's most exuberant solicitors, promising donors VIP access to events that he couldn't provide, or intimating that he was asking on behalf of Boggs himself, which he wasn't. Despite his relative inexperience, he managed to schmooze with the likes of Chuck Schumer and Hillary Clinton.

He went on to work for Roche, a Swiss pharmaceutical giant, and hatched a kind of campaign that he described as "black ops." Amid the bird-flu outbreak of 2005, the Mullinses write, he began urging the government to stockpile the antiviral medication that Roche produced. He hired consultants to promote news stories that stoked public panic about the bird flu. He compiled studies touting the benefits of the drug, including some written by people who had at one point received money from Roche. The government bought more than $1 billion worth of the antiviral.

Morris's job was to bend perception--and he also tried to bend the way that Washington perceived him. In 2009, he was hired to head the Washington office of Genentech, a Roche subsidiary. He became relentlessly acquisitive: three Porsches, multiple Cartiers and Rolexes, humidors filled with the finest cigars. Apparently, many of Morris's extravagant purchases were bought with Genentech's money, including a condo in San Francisco and a GMC Yukon.

Such a brazen scheme didn't escape his superiors' notice. While being presented by investigators with damning evidence of his malfeasance, Morris left the room to take a bathroom break and never returned. That afternoon, he went to the Robert Trent Jones Golf Club in Gainesville, Virginia, which he had paid a $150,000 initiation fee to join. That night, he retreated to a quiet corner of the club grounds and shot himself with a Smith & Wesson revolver. He was 38.

Yet such downfall narratives feel strangely dissonant. Although a handful of lobbyists may suffer a dramatic tumble from grace, the industry itself does nothing but boom. Each time a new reform surfaces, aimed at curtailing K Street's power, influence peddlers figure out how to exploit the rules for greater influence and profit. Although Trump promised to drain this swamp, the swamp flourished. From 2016 to 2018, spending on K Street increased 9 percent, rising to $3.5 billion.

Washington lobbying firms have ballooned into conglomerates, resembling the multinational corporations that hire them. K Street currently consists of data analysts, pollsters, social-media mavens, crisis managers, grassroots organizers. Lobbying firms are one-stop shops for manipulating opinion--and are experts at image management, including their own: Their employees' business cards identify them as "consultants" and "strategists," now that everyone associates lobbying with sleaze.

Lobbying has disguised itself so well that it is often barely visible even to savvy Washington insiders. The Mullinses tell the story of Jim Courtovich, the head of a boutique public-relations firm and a close collaborator of Evan Morris's. Courtovich's business plan featured splashy parties that attracted top journalists and other prominent figures with whom he hoped to trade favors. Mingling with the media, the Mullinses write, Courtovich encouraged stories that might help his clients; in one case they cite, the goal was to damage a Saudi client's rival. Starting in the fall of 2015, many such gatherings were hosted at a house his firm owned on Capitol Hill; presumably, the reporters who attended them had no idea that Saudi investors had financed the purchase of the building. In 2016, the authors note, Courtovich began working for the Saudi-government official who would later allegedly orchestrate the murder of The Washington Post's Jamal Khashoggi, a colleague of the journalists he assiduously cultivated.

As lobbying has matured, it has grown ever more adept at turning government into a profit center for its clients. Even Big Tech, which once treated Washington with disdainful detachment, seems to have felt the irresistible, lobbyist-enabled pull of chunky contracts with the feds. Such possibilities were part of the pitch to Amazon, for example, to erect a second corporate headquarters in Crystal City, Virginia, enticed by the prospect of pursuing multibillion-dollar contracts with the likes of the CIA and the Pentagon. (Amazon has said that political considerations played no part in the company's decision.)

For eager beneficiaries of government largesse--not to mention for their equally wolfish facilitators--a second Trump administration would represent a bonanza, unprecedented in the history of K Street. Trump's plan to overturn a bureaucratic ethos that has prevailed since the late 19th century--according to which good government requires disinterested experts, more loyal to the principles of public stewardship than to any politician--opens the way to installing cronies who will serve as handmaidens of K Street. The civil service, however beleaguered, has acted as an imperfect bulwark against the assault of corporate interests. Its replacement would be something close to the opposite. The hacks recruited to populate government departments will be primed to fulfill the desires of campaign donors and those who pay tribute to the president; they will trade favors with lobbyists who dangle the prospect of future employment in front of them. This new coterie of bureaucrats would wreck the competence of the administrative state--and the wolves of K Street will feast on the carcass of responsible governance.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The Industry That Ate America." 
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Trump's Stop-and-Frisk Agenda

Four years after George Floyd's death, Trump wants to reverse the fitful progress toward police reform.

by Ronald Brownstein




Even as Donald Trump relies on unprecedented support from Black and Latino voters, he is embracing policies that would expose their communities to much greater police surveillance and enforcement. The policies that Trump is pledging to implement around crime and policing in a second presidential term would reverse the broad trend of police reform that accelerated after the murder of George Floyd, four years ago today.

Trump has endorsed a suite of proposals that would provide cities with more funds to hire police officers; pressure officials in major cities to employ more aggressive policing tactics, such as "stop and frisk," in high-crime neighborhoods; and strengthen legal protection for law-enforcement officers accused of misconduct.

"I suspect that in many places, you would see policing that is much harsher, much more punitive, [and] not nearly as concerned about the racial disparities in the way that policing happens," Christy Lopez, a former Justice Department attorney who led multiple federal investigations of racial bias in police departments around the country, told me. "All of those things that we have been working for years to dismantle will be built up again."

The cumulative effect of Trump's proposals would be to push local police departments toward arresting more people. That dynamic would inevitably increase the number of Black and Latino people entangled in the criminal-justice system, after years of declines in the total number of arrests.

The magnitude of Trump's plans on policing and crime has drawn little attention in the presidential race so far. But on virtually every front, Trump proposes to use federal influence to reverse the efforts toward police reform that have gained ground over roughly the past decade, and especially since Floyd's murder by the Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin in 2020 spurred the largest nationwide protests since the 1960s. "We will give our police back their power and their respect," Trump declared in his appearance at the National Rifle Association convention last weekend.

Juliette Kayyem: The government isn't ready for the violence Trump might unleash

In a campaign video last year, Trump laid out a sweeping second-term agenda on crime and policing. He promised "a record investment" in federal funds to help cities hire and train more police. He said he would require local law-enforcement agencies receiving federal grants to implement an array of hard-line "proven policing measures" including "stop-and-frisk, strictly enforcing existing gun laws, cracking down on the open use of illegal drugs," and cooperating with federal immigration agencies "to arrest and deport criminal aliens."

Trump has also pledged to launch federal civil-rights investigations against the reform-oriented progressive prosecutors (or "radical Marxist prosecutors," in Trump's terms) who have been elected in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia, among other big cities. He has promised to pursue the death penalty for drug dealers and has repeatedly called on police to shoot shoplifters: "Very simply, if you rob a store, you can fully expect to be shot as you are leaving that store," he said in one speech.

Perhaps most dramatically, Trump has indicated that he will dispatch the National Guard and other federal law-enforcement personnel "to restore law and order" in cities where "local law enforcement refuses to act." Trump, in fact, has said on multiple occasions that one of his biggest regrets from his first term is that he deferred to city officials, who resisted his calls to deploy the National Guard or other federal law-enforcement forces onto their streets. Trump and Stephen Miller, his top immigration adviser, have also said they intend to dispatch the National Guard to major cities to participate in his planned mass-deportation campaign.

Trump has not provided detail on his crime proposals; some experts say that makes it difficult to evaluate their potential impact. "Reading over the Trump plan, I would say it is a mix of the good, the bad, the puzzling, and the incoherent," Jens Ludwig, director of the University of Chicago's crime lab, told me.

Trump's most frequent promise has been his pledge "to indemnify all police officers and law-enforcement officials," as he put in his NRA speech, "to protect them from being destroyed by radical-left lunatics who are angry that they are taking strong action on crime."

Exactly how Trump, at the federal level, could provide more legal protection to police officers is unclear. Experts point out that police officers already are shielded by the doctrine of "qualified immunity" against litigation, which the Supreme Court has upheld in multiple cases. Even in cases where law-enforcement agencies admit to misconduct, the damages are virtually always paid by the city, not the individual police officer.

In 2021, with President Joe Biden's support, House Democrats did pass police-reform legislation, named the George Floyd Justice in Policing Act, that limited qualified immunity and would have made suing police for misconduct easier, but that bill died in the Senate. Some states and local governments have since moved to weaken qualified immunity as a defense in state courts. Trump appears to envision passing national legislation that codifies broad protection for police and preempts any state effort to retrench it.

Trump could also face problems precisely defining the policing tactics he wants to require local officials to adopt as a condition for receiving federal law-enforcement grants. Trump, for instance, has repeatedly praised the stop-and-frisk program launched in New York City by then-Mayor Rudolph Giuliani. Under that program, the New York Police Department stopped large numbers of people--many of them young Black and Latino men--and claimed to be searching for drugs or guns. But eventually a federal district judge declared that the program violated the Constitution's protections against unreasonable search and seizure, as well as its guarantee of equal protection, and the city later abandoned the tactic.

Lopez, now a professor at Georgetown University Law School, says that Trump can't order other police departments to precisely replicate the aggressive stop-and-frisk practices from New York City that have been found unconstitutional. But, she says, tying federal aid to stop-and-frisk and the other hard-line policies Trump is promoting could nonetheless exert a powerful signaling effect on local law enforcement.

"At the federal level, you can use your influence, your dollars, your training to encourage practices that are more or less alienating to communities," she told me. Trump's touting of stop-and-frisk, Lopez added, is "a signal that his administration is going to really promote some of the most aggressive, alienating practices that police departments have partaken in."

Reinforcing the funding message is the approach Trump has laid out for civil-rights oversight of policing. Trump's Justice Department stopped nearly all federal investigations into allegations of bias in police enforcement: His administration launched only one investigation of a police department (a single unit in Springfield, Massachusetts), abandoned a consent decree that Barack Obama's Justice Department had negotiated for reforms in Chicago, and ultimately effectively banned department lawyers from seeking further consent decrees with other localities.

Now Trump is pledging to instead pursue federal civil-rights investigations against the reform prosecutors who are challenging local policing and charging practices. That shift in emphasis would likely provide another nudge for cities toward more intrusive enforcement approaches. The rollback "in federal oversight of policing" that Trump pursued in his first term, Lopez says, "will look like child's play if Trump is reelected."

Public-safety analysts sympathetic to Trump's vision say it represents a necessary course correction after the array of criminal-justice reforms that policy makers have advanced roughly since the death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014. Rafael Mangual, a fellow at the conservative Manhattan Institute, argues that, partly because of those reforms, policing has "become a much harder job to do." Mangual agrees that Trump's agenda could result in more arrests of minority young people, but says that would be an acceptable cost for improving safety in the low-income, heavily minority neighborhoods where crime is often most prevalent. "If you are talking about things like adding more police and having them be more proactive in the field, I think it is absolutely the case, especially in high-crime communities, what you are going to see is improvement on those measures," he told me.

Russell Berman: The voters who don't really know Donald Trump

But critics believe that Trump's approach would reduce police accountability and increase incarceration rates without providing more public safety. The unifying idea in Trump's proposals seems to be "that all we need for public safety is more enforcement and punishment," says Daniela Gilbert, director of Redefining Public Safety at the Vera Institute for Justice, a liberal police-reform advocacy group. "If that was effective, we'd already have safer communities."

Ludwig agrees with Mangual that low-income minority neighborhoods would gain the most from a reduction in crime. But, like Gilbert, Ludwig says it's not clear that the agenda Trump has laid out would achieve that goal. "He's saying two things: more policing and more aggressive policing," Ludwig told me. "I think the more policing [is] good, the more aggressive policing--not helpful."

Although some other criminologists disagree, Ludwig says the evidence is that hiring and training more police does lower crime, and that those benefits will be felt "disproportionately in low-income communities of color." But, Ludwig adds, the aspects of Trump's agenda that are designed to pressure cities to stop and arrest more people for nonviolent offenses or to participate in deportation efforts would likely prove counterproductive by heightening tension and reducing cooperation between police and minority communities.

The backdrop for this policy debate is an extremely volatile political environment on crime.

Polls consistently show that significantly more voters say they trust Trump than Biden to handle crime. Although Biden usually leads on that question among nonwhite voters, even a substantial minority of Blacks and Latinos typically say they trust Trump more to address the problem. Trump's strength on those measures is one component of the overall racial inversion evident in polling so far about the 2024 race, with Biden largely holding his 2020 support among white voters but suffering substantial erosion to Trump among racial minorities.

A crucial question for the election is whether Trump can maintain those inroads among nonwhite voters while offering such a racially polarizing agenda across a wide range of issues. Trump's embrace of criminal-justice and policing policies that could disproportionately affect Black and Latino communities is a prime example of that dynamic.

Biden, in a manner reminiscent of Bill Clinton during the 1990s, has tried to find a "third way" on crime between Trump and the most liberal reformers in his own party. Biden backed the sweeping police-reform bill that the Democratic-controlled House passed in 2021 and issued a 2022 executive order prescribing various reforms on federal law-enforcement agencies. But he has also touted the $15 billion he won in the 2021 COVID-recovery act to support local law-enforcement budgets, and he has continued to push for federal aid to help cities hire 100,000 more police officers.

Biden's Justice Department has released findings of civil-rights investigations into the police departments of Minneapolis, where Floyd was murdered, and Louisville, where Breonna Taylor was killed during a botched raid on her apartment, and is conducting investigations of nine other jurisdictions. But the department has not completed legal consent decrees with any local police departments, a stark contrast with the 14 that Obama reached over his two terms. Lopez, who led those efforts for Obama, praises the quality of the Biden investigations into Minneapolis and Louisville, but says the diminished quantity of agreements reflects Biden's general sympathy for traditional approaches to policing. "I think there is much more ambivalence under the Biden administration about this work than there was under the Obama administration," she told me.

But, as on many issues, a huge gulf still separates Biden's careful balancing act from Trump's sweeping plans to unshackle and unleash police. Even if Trump could not implement all the proposals he has unveiled, his overall agenda would likely encourage police to adopt more punitive tactics. "I want to think that we are all being alarmist about all this," Lopez told me, "but I fear that it's actually quite realistic that he is going to go much further than he did last time."

For good or ill, the Trump effect on policing would likely be felt most acutely in the heavily Black and Latino neighborhoods of places such as Detroit, Philadelphia, and Las Vegas that may decide whether he wins a second term and the chance to reverse the past decade's fitful advances toward rethinking policing and criminal justice.
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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 the 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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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 Panamanian government recently presented keys to new houses to about 300 families from Carti Sugtupu, a small and crowded Caribbean island that is threatened by rising sea levels and a lack of space. The indigenous communities on Carti Sugtupu and neighboring islands have faced increasing floods a...
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Crowds gathered at Cooper's Hill, on a farm near Gloucester, England, once again yesterday, cheering as racers took part in the annual Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling and Wake. Continuing a tradition that dates back at least 200 years, participants chased a nine-pound wheel of Double Glouceste...

      

      
        What If Iran Already Has the Bomb?
        Arash Azizi

        There's rarely a dull moment in Iranian affairs. The past few months alone have seen clashes with Israel and Pakistan, and a helicopter crash that killed Iran's president and foreign minister. But spectacular as these events are, the most important changes often happen gradually, by imperceptible degrees.One such change took a while to register but is now obvious to all: In a sharp departure from a years-long policy, Iran's leading officials are now openly threatening to build and test a nuclear ...

      

      
        I Carried Out the Strike That Killed Soleimani. America Doesn't Understand the Lesson of His Death.
        Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr.

        Any assessment of the Middle East's future must contend with an unpleasant fact: Iran remains committed to objectives that threaten both the region and U.S. interests. And those objectives are coming within reach as the country's ballistic-missile arsenal and air-defense systems grow, and its drone technology improves.All of this was on display last month, when Iran launched a barrage of missiles and drones at Israel. No lives were lost--the result of not only Israel's capable defenses but also th...
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Several weeks ago, Russian forces began intensifying artillery bombardment and ground advances in border villages across Ukraine's Kharkiv region, and launching deadly missile attacks into the center of Kharkiv, Ukraine's second-largest city. Thousands of civilians have already fled the area in an ongoing ...

      

      
        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 ...
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        An Island Community Displaced by Climate Change

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	1:10 PM ET

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The Panamanian government recently presented keys to new houses to about 300 families from Carti Sugtupu, a small and crowded Caribbean island that is threatened by rising sea levels and a lack of space. The indigenous communities on Carti Sugtupu and neighboring islands have faced increasing floods and damage from storms. Starting in 2015, the Panamanian Ministry of Housing began relocation plans, working on a new mainland settlement called Nuevo Carti--completed at a cost of more than $12 million. Residents will begin to move into their new homes next week.


To receive an email notification every time a new photo story is published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a very small island that is completely covered with houses and small buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the island Carti Sugtupu, part of the San Blas archipelago off Panama's northern Caribbean coast, seen on October 11, 2023. The indigenous communities of the small island face significant challenges amid rising sea levels. About 300 families will relocate to new homes, built by the government, on the mainland.
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                [image: A person in a pink floral shirt and a black and yellow skirt paddles a small boat near wooden docks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cecilia Henry paddles a boat along the shore of Carti Sugtupu on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: Three boys in school uniforms run down a dirt path between houses during a rainstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children run to school in the rain on Carti Sugtupu on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person with a cell phone sits on a plastic chair on a small concrete dock. A tiny island with houses on stilts is visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Evelio Lopez tries to find cell phone service on a dock on Carti Sugtupu on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: Roof tiles and debris litter a shoreline between two buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Some docks on Carti Sugtupu have been destroyed by the force of the sea, including this one, seen on October 11, 2023.
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                [image: Several people in a small boat paddle by, with a huge cruise ship visible in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cruise ship visiting the San Blas islands sits just off Carti Sugtupu on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person in a blue floral shirt and black patterned skirt walks down a dirt path between many small buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Magdalena walks down a street on Carti Sugtupu, where she owns a small food-and-drink store, on October 11, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tiny island covered in houses, with a larger land mass nearby, stretching to the horizon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Carti Sugtupu island, looking toward Panama's Caribbean coastline, photographed on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a newly built housing development set among forested hills and near a coastline]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Nuevo Carti neighborhood in Carti Port, Guna Yala Comarca, in mainland Panama, seen on May 29, 2024. Panamanian authorities were preparing to hand the keys to new homes to some 300 families from Carti Sugtupu.
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                [image: About eight people ride in a small boat with an outboard motor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents from Carti Sugtupu use a boat to reach the mainland on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of rows of dozens of small, identical new houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dozens of houses sit side-by-side in the Nuevo Carti neighborhood, seen on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people walk on a sidewalk, some carrying plastic chairs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Gunas walk, carrying some belongings, arrive at their new home in Nuevo Carti, on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks on a new basketball court, seen from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person walks on the new basketball court in the Nuevo Carti neighborhood.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Martin Bernetti / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several people wait on benches inside a large community center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Gunas rest inside the community house, awaiting the handover of their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people sit and stand, waiting outside a small house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Families wait outside their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand in a small crowd, beside a house, as one person prepares to cut a blue ribbon with scissors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Panama's President Laurentino Cortizo (second from left) stands beside Indigenous Gunas during a ceremony to hand over their new homes in Nuevo Carti, Guna Yala Comarca, on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A woman smiles and gestures beside a door as another person reaches toward them with a keychain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman celebrates while receiving the key to her new home in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Two women check their mobile devices.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Guna women check their mobile phones during a handover ceremony in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A row of similar houses, with people seated outside many of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Families sit outside their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: An older woman sits in a chair in an open doorway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Indigenous Guna woman sits in the doorway of her new home in Nuevo Carti, on the Caribbean coast of Panama, on May 29, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        The 2024 Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling Race

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 28, 2024

            	14 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Crowds gathered at Cooper's Hill, on a farm near Gloucester, England, once again yesterday, cheering as racers took part in the annual Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling and Wake. Continuing a tradition that dates back at least 200 years, participants chased a nine-pound wheel of Double Gloucester cheese, running in a chaotic scramble down a very steep and uneven grassy hill, with the winner taking home the cheese.


This photo essay originally misspelled Abby Lampe's name.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Three runners tumble down a steep grassy hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Several participants tumble as they run in the annual cheese rolling at Cooper's Hill in Brockworth, Gloucester, in western England, on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Onlookers cheer at the top of a steep hill as a group of runners begins a downhill race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors come tumbling down the hill in pursuit of a round of Double Gloucester cheese on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: About 10 people tumble down a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Racers progress rapidly down the hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A wide view of runners racing down a very steep grassy hill as a surrounding crowd cheers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Onlookers cheer during a race on May 27, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Molly Darlington / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two men, one of whom wears only briefs and shoes, tumble and slide down a hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Runners tumble and slide, chasing the cheese, on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A woman, covered in mud splatters, holds a round wheel of cheese over her head, celebrating her win.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                After winning one of the women's races, Abby Lampe celebrates at the bottom of the hill on May 27, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Henry Nicholls / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several dozen people are bent over as they race up a very steep hill, with a cheering crowd at the top.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors take part in the uphill race on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of onlookers stands just behind a line of racers, crouched to begin a downhill race, as a wheel of cheese is rolled down the hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cheese round is released at the start of a race on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several dozen racers run, jump, tumble, and fall down a steep, grass-covered hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors come tumbling down the hill in pursuit of a round of Double Gloucester cheese near the village of Brockworth on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: About 10 racers slide and fall down a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Runners slide and fall down Cooper's Hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several racers tumble down a steep, muddy, grassy hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors tumble down a muddy Cooper's Hill in pursuit of a round of Double Gloucester cheese on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Race workers assist an injured runner who lies on their back at the bottom of a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A competitor receives medical attention after competing in one of the races on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A couple dozen runners flip, fall, and slide down a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Another group of runners chase the cheese down Cooper's Hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A muddy but cheerful man poses at the bottom of a steep hill, holding his prize, a round of cheese. Written on the round are the words "Rolled In Honor Of Roger Townsend, 1945-2024. Rolled by Lucy Townsend."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dylan Twiss, winner of one of the men's races, celebrates after competing in the annual Cooper's Hill cheese-rolling competition near the village of Brockworth, Gloucester, in western England, on May 27, 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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What If Iran Already Has the Bomb?

For the first time, Iranian officials are openly threatening to build a nuclear weapon--and even intimating that they already have.

by Arash Azizi




There's rarely a dull moment in Iranian affairs. The past few months alone have seen clashes with Israel and Pakistan, and a helicopter crash that killed Iran's president and foreign minister. But spectacular as these events are, the most important changes often happen gradually, by imperceptible degrees.

One such change took a while to register but is now obvious to all: In a sharp departure from a years-long policy, Iran's leading officials are now openly threatening to build and test a nuclear bomb.

Earlier this month, Kamal Kharazi, a former foreign minister, said that Tehran had the capacity to build a bomb and that, if it faced existential threats, it could "change its nuclear doctrine."

"When Israel threatens other countries, they can't sit silent," he said in an interview with Al-Jazeera Arabic on May 9.

To emphasize that this wasn't a gaffe, he reiterated the position a few days later when he addressed an Iranian Arab conference in Tehran.

Kharazi isn't just any old diplomat. He heads a foreign-policy advisory body that reports directly to Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who also appointed Kharazi to the regime's Expediency Council. He would not have spoken without Khamenei's blessing.

Read: Is Iran a country or a cause?

For Iranian officials to openly acknowledge the possibility that Iran could pursue a nuclear weapon is a momentous change and marks the collapse of a previous taboo. Western intelligence agencies unveiled Iran's clandestine nuclear program in 2002. For many years after that, Tehran's leaders emphatically insisted that this was a civilian effort with no military dimensions. Khamenei was even claimed to have issued a fatwa (an Islamic ruling) banning the possession and use of nuclear weapons, although, as the journalist Khosro Isfahani recently argued, whether such a ruling has ever existed is not actually clear.

The fatwa was always a bit of a red herring anyway. Under the tenets of Shiite Islam, ayatollahs can revoke most rulings at will. "We can't build a bomb because we have a fatwa" was thus never a convincing argument, even from a purely religious perspective.

But the repeated invocation of the fatwa by Iranian officials did make boasting about a possible bomb taboo. This proscription held throughout the long years of Iran's nuclear negotiations with the United States and five other powerful countries, which resulted in the landmark nuclear deal in 2015. Even after President Donald Trump quit that deal in 2018, and Iran reinvigorated its program, the Islamic Republic made no such threats for a while.

Over the past couple years, however, Iranian officials have begun making sporadic comments insinuating a nuclear threat. In 2021, then-Intelligence Minister Mahmoud Alavi told Western states that if they push Iran to become "a cornered cat," they should expect it to behave like one: "If they push us to such directions, it's not our fault," he said, referencing the country's nuclear intentions.

The innuendo has been stripped away in recent weeks as numerous officials have made more direct threats similar to Kharazi's. The list of those who have publicly bragged that Iran could build nukes now includes the head of the military unit in charge of safeguarding Iran's nuclear installments, a leading nuclear physicist known to have played a key role in the program, and a former head of the nuclear agency.

The more extreme version of the boast is that Iran already has nuclear weapons and just hasn't tested them. A former member of Parliament's foreign-policy committee made this claim on May 10.

Last month, when Israel's attacks on an Iranian consular building in Damascus led to an exchange of fire between the two countries, Iranian pro-regime commentators made statements that would have been unthinkable in the past. If the United Nations didn't act against Israel, Iran should "leave all nuclear negotiations and reveal that beautiful Iranian boy," a pro-regime analyst said, in an obvious reference to Little Boy, the type of atomic bomb the U.S. used on Hiroshima in 1945.

"The Western intelligence entities were mistaken to think Iran won't move toward a bomb under any conditions," Mehdi Kharatian, the head of an Iranian think tank, said recently. Regime outlets now speak of Khamenei's well-known "strategic patience" doctrine as having given way to "active deterrence," allegedly evidenced by last month's attacks on Israel, but with a seemingly deliberate echo of the language of nuclear deterrence.

Experts will inevitably debate whether all of this is a bluff or an actual change in military doctrine. Understanding the Islamic Republic has always been as much an art as a science, and key to the endeavor is distinguishing between the regime's bark and its bite. But whatever the true intentions of the regime's bigwigs, the rhetorical shift matters on its own.



For more than 20 years, Western intelligence agencies have believed that Iran shut down its nuclear program in 2003 and made no subsequent decision to build a nuclear bomb. In 2018, Israel was able to infiltrate Iran's nuclear archives and examine much of their content. No finding seems to have emerged from this endeavor to significantly contradict the previous assessment of decision making in Tehran. The trouble, however, is that civil nuclear efforts can be "double purposed"--meaning that even without any specific work on weaponization, Iran's nuclear advances have brought it dangerously close to producing a bomb.

Under the 2015 deal, Iran had agreed to enrich uranium up to only 3.67 percent for a period of 15 years, thus keeping it far from the high-grades necessary for possible military use, and to cut its stockpile of already-enriched uranium by 98 percent. When the U.S. withdrew from the deal in 2018, Iran started gradually scaling up its program. Today, according to the UN's International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), it has more than 5,000 kilograms of enriched uranium, including more than 120 kilograms that are 60 percent pure, many times more than what's necessary for most civil purposes and a very short step away from the necessary military grade. Not only is Iran the only nonnuclear weapons state in the world to have enriched uranium to such levels, but it already has enough material for at least three bombs.

When he visited Iran last month, Rafael Grossi, the director general of the IAEA, said that the country was merely weeks, not months, away from bomb-making capacity. He also said that his agency didn't have a full picture of the country's program, meaning that it could be even more advanced. The assessment has been substantiated in a 112-page report that Grossi has prepared ahead of IAEA's board of governors meeting next month in Vienna. If Iran is not able to satisfy the body that it is still abiding by its obligations to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, including granting adequate access to IAEA inspectors, it could face censure or be referred to the UN Security Council.

Are we in a moment of acute crisis then?

I've spent much of my adult life covering the Iranian nuclear issue, and I've seen many such moments come and go. There is often more to the situation than meets the eye. For months now, for example, Iran and the U.S. have been holding secret talks in Muscat, with the nuclear issue at their center. Perhaps something in this subtext also explains the bizarre condolences the U.S. offered for the passing of President Ebrahim Raisi, despite his well-known involvement in crimes against humanity.

As the Washington-based analyst Karim Sadjadpour recently argued, Khamenei is 85 years old and unlikely to change his longtime strategy. Sadjadpour suggests that as long as Khamenei is alive, Tehran won't attempt to build a bomb, but will continue to pursue the "Japan option," which entails standing on the nuclear threshold without crossing it. Maybe the recent decision to break the rhetorical taboo is an attempt to formally declare Iran's Japan posture: Tehran could hope that making its threshold status more explicit can deter a U.S. or Israeli attack.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: The growing incentive to go nuclear

Observers of the region will be forgiven if they find this explanation, though plausible, hardly reassuring, given Tehran's disruptive ideology and vows to destroy Israel. Khamenei doubled down on those threats during Raisi's funeral, when he met with the Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh and promised that the world would see a "disappearance of Israel" and its replacement with "Palestine, from the river to the sea."

And as terrible as Khamenei is, he often avoids direct confrontations. When he finally dies, Iran will see big changes; power will pass to others, likely including some within the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. A rocky period will follow, with unforeseeable consequences. Whether in Riyadh, Tel Aviv, Abu Dhabi, or Washington, no one wants to see a volatile Tehran have access to nukes.

In other words, the United States and others should still want to do all they can to scale back Iran's nuclear program. The realist theoretician Kenneth Waltz famously mused that a nuclear Iran would actually help stabilize the region. But as even Waltz's ideological successors admit, this is a gamble best not taken.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/05/iran-nuclear-program-threat/678514/?utm_source=feed
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I Carried Out the Strike That Killed Soleimani. America Doesn't Understand the Lesson of His Death.

Inside the decision to assassinate Iran's ruthless general

by Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr.




Any assessment of the Middle East's future must contend with an unpleasant fact: Iran remains committed to objectives that threaten both the region and U.S. interests. And those objectives are coming within reach as the country's ballistic-missile arsenal and air-defense systems grow, and its drone technology improves.

All of this was on display last month, when Iran launched a barrage of missiles and drones at Israel. No lives were lost--the result of not only Israel's capable defenses but also the contributions of U.S. and allied forces. The attack showed that America's continued presence in the region is crucial to dissuade further aggression. But our current policy isn't responsive to this reality. U.S. military capabilities in the Middle East have steadily declined, emboldening Iran, whose leverage strengthens as international support for Israel wanes. Moreover, America's clear desire to draw down in the region has undermined our relationships with allies.

Recent history demonstrates that a strong U.S. posture in the Middle East deters Iran. As the leader of U.S. Central Command, I had direct operational responsibility for the strike that killed Qassem Soleimani, the ruthless general responsible for the deaths of hundreds of U.S. service members. Iran had begun to doubt America's will, which the strike on Soleimani then proved. The attack, in early 2020, forced Iran's leaders to recalculate their months-long escalation against U.S. forces. Ultimately, I believe, it saved many lives.

Read: Is Iran a country or a cause?

The situation in Iran has changed, but the Soleimani strike offers a lesson that is going unheeded. Iran may seem unpredictable at times, but it respects American strength and responds to deterrence. When we withdraw, Iran advances. When we assert ourselves--having weighed the risks and prepared for all possibilities--Iran retreats. Soleimani's life and death are a testament to this rule, which should guide our future policy in the Middle East.

Soleimani is a central character in the modern history of U.S.-Iran relations. Over 30 years, he became the face of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), a distinctly independent branch of the armed forces tasked with ensuring the integrity of the Islamic Republic. Soleimani joined the IRGC in 1979, one year before Saddam Hussein invaded Iran. In the ensuing war, Soleimani developed a reputation as fearless and controlling, rising to the rank of division commander while still in his 20s. He emerged from the war with a bitter disdain for America, whose aid to Iraq he blamed for his country's defeat.


This article has been adapted from McKenzie's new book.



In 1997 or 1998, Soleimani became the commander of the Quds Force, an elite group within the IRGC that focuses on unconventional operations beyond Iran's borders. Soleimani was indispensable in its development, relying on his charisma and fluent Arabic to expand Iran's influence in the region. As commander, Soleimani had a direct line to Iran's Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, becoming like a son to him. He was promoted to major general in 2011 and by 2014 was a hero in Iran, having been the subject of an extensive New Yorker essay. I often heard a story--perhaps apocryphal--about a senior official in the Obama administration plaintively asking an intel briefer, "Can't you find a picture of him where he doesn't look like George Clooney?"

As Soleimani's fame grew, so did his ego. He became dictatorial, acting across the region often without consulting other Iranian intelligence entities, the conventional military, or even the larger IRGC. He shrewdly supported the return of American forces to Iraq, prompting the U.S. to do the heavy lifting of defeating the Islamic State. Then he drove us out of Iraq, killing U.S. and coalition service members, as well as innocent Iraqis and Syrians, with staggering efficiency. In his mind, he was untouchable: Asked about this in 2019, he replied, "What are they going to do, kill me?"

When I first joined Centcom as a young general, I watched the Obama administration--and the Bush administration before that--fail to counter the dynamism and leadership that Soleimani brought to the fight. I also watched the Israelis try their hand against him with no luck. So when I took over as commander in March 2019, one of the very first things I did was inquire if we had a plan to strike him, should the president ask us to do so. The answer was unsatisfying.

I directed Centcom's joint special operations task force (JSOTF) commander to develop solutions. Other organizations were interested in Soleimani as well--including the CIA and regional partners--and we saw evidence that some of them had lobbied the White House to act against him. Several schemes were debated and set aside, either because they weren't operationally feasible or because the political cost seemed too great. But they eventually grew into suitable options if the White House directed us to act.

Beginning two months into my tenure as commander, and continuing through mid-December 2019, American bases in Iraq were struck 19 times by mortar and rocket fire. Soleimani was clearly orchestrating the attacks, principally through his networks within Kataib Hezbollah, a radical paramilitary group in Iraq. The series of strikes culminated on the evening of Friday, December 27, when one of our air bases was hit by some 30 rockets. Four U.S. service members and two Iraqi-federal-police members were injured, and a U.S. contractor was killed. Whereas the previous attacks had been intended to annoy or to warn, this attack--launched into a densely populated area of the base--was intended to create mass casualties. I knew we had to respond.

Early the next morning, key members of my staff crowded into my home office, in Tampa, to review a range of options that we had been refining for months. This was all anticipatory; the authority to execute an attack could come only from President Donald Trump through Mark Esper, the secretary of defense, but we knew they would want us to present them with choices. We had a target in Yemen that we had been looking at for some time: a Quds Force commander with a long history of coordinating operations against U.S. and coalition forces. Other possible targets included an intelligence-collection ship crewed by the IRGC in the southern Red Sea--the Saviz--as well as air-defense and oil infrastructure in southern Iran.

After all of the options were thoroughly debated, I told my staff that we would recommend targets only inside Iraq and Syria--where we were already conducting military operations--to avoid broadening the conflict. We felt that four "logistics targets" and three "personality targets" were associated with the strike. Two of the personalities were Kataib Hezbollah facilitators; the third was Soleimani. We would also forward but not recommend action on the Yemen, Red Sea, and southern-Iran options.

By mid-morning, I had sent my recommendations to Secretary Esper through Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. By late afternoon, we'd received approval to execute my preferred choice: striking a variety of logistics targets but not Soleimani or the facilitators.

We would strike the next day, Sunday, after which Esper and Milley would brief Trump at Mar-a-Lago. Milley had suggested to me that Trump might not think the attacks were enough. I knew how those meetings worked--I'd been in a few of them--and I had complete confidence in Milley. He could hold his own in the rough-and-tumble of a presidential briefing, which often featured lots of opinions from lots of people, not all of whom knew the full risks involved in an operation or those that would emerge after it was completed.


The author in a meeting at Centcom's headquarters in Tampa in 2019 (Department of Defense)



Because I knew the president remained very interested in Soleimani, on Saturday evening I put my final edits on a paper that outlined what could happen if we chose to strike him. There was no question that he was a valid target, and his loss would make Iranian decision making much harder. It would also be a strong indication of U.S. will, which had been absent in our dealings with Iran for many years. But I was extremely concerned about how Iran might respond. The strike could have a deterring effect, or it could trigger a massive retaliation. After careful consideration, I believed that they would respond but probably not with an act of war--a possibility that had worried me for many years. But they still had lots of alternatives to cause us pain. I sent the paper to the secretary, routed through the chairman. I did not recommend against striking Soleimani, but I described the risks it entailed.

Read: Qassem Soleimani haunted the Arab world

We flew the Kataib Hezbollah strikes on Sunday afternoon with good results. We struck five sites across Syria and Iraq all within about a four-minute span. In at least one location, we struck during a Kataib Hezbollah staff meeting, killing several key leaders. After the strike, as Esper and Milley flew to Mar-a-Lago, we provided them with damage assessments and any other details we could gather from the attacks. We put together a simple one-slide presentation that Milley used to brief the president.

The chairman called that evening with a report on the briefing. As Milley had warned, Trump wasn't satisfied; he instructed us to strike Soleimani if he went to Iraq. I was in my home office when Milley relayed this. My staffers were crammed around me, but I didn't have the phone on speaker, so none of them could hear. I froze for a second or two, then asked him to repeat himself. I'd heard correctly.

Milley also told me that the president had approved strikes on the Quds Force commander in Yemen and on the Saviz, Iran's ship in the Red Sea. There was a sense in the meeting, he said, that these strikes would bring Iran to the bargaining table. I could tell that the chairman did not agree with this position--and neither did I. We felt the strikes might restore deterrence, but we didn't see a path to broader negotiations.

As we ended our call, I read back to the chairman what we'd been told to do--a product of a lifetime of receiving orders under stressful conditions. I called in the few members of my staff who weren't already on hand for a 7 p.m. meeting. Everyone's head snapped back just a little when I told them our instructions. We all knew what could come from these decisions, including the possibility that many of our friends on the other side of the world would have to go into the fire. We didn't have time to dwell on it.

I knew that we could execute quickly on the Saviz and the commander in Yemen, but Soleimani was a more challenging target. In late fall, we had developed options to strike him in both Syria and Iraq. We preferred Syria; a strike against him in Iraq would inflame the Shiite militant groups, possibly resulting in a strong military and political backlash. It now looked like those concerns, which I knew the chairman shared, would be overridden.

The kind of targeting we were pursuing has three steps: finding, fixing, and finishing. Finding is a science, but fixing--translating all we know about the target's movements and habits into a narrow window of time, space, and opportunity--is an art. Finishing, too, is an art: hitting a target while keeping collateral damage to an absolute minimum.

The Soleimani fix and finish solutions had come a long way since I'd first inquired about them in the spring. We now knew that when Soleimani arrived in Iraq, he typically landed at Baghdad International Airport and was quickly driven away. Thankfully traffic was often light on the airport's access road, which generations of soldiers, airmen, and Marines knew as "Route Irish," its military designation during the Iraq War. Quite a few U.S. and coalition service members had died on it thanks to Soleimani and his henchmen. The fix part of the equation grew complicated when Soleimani got off Route Irish and entered the crowded streets of Baghdad.

Striking Soleimani in the moments after he deplaned would also likely minimize collateral damage. We would use MQ-9 uncrewed aircraft armed with Hellfire missiles to attack his vehicle and that of his security escort. As always, there were significant constraints--the MQ-9s couldn't stay above the airport for too long, so we had to know roughly when he would arrive. Our preference was to execute at night, with no cloud cover, but to some extent we were at the mercy of Soleimani's schedule.

We had information suggesting that he would fly from Tehran to Baghdad on Tuesday, December 31. After much discussion, we decided to strike Soleimani first and then, within minutes, the commander in Yemen, so that he couldn't be warned. We decided to save the Saviz for later; I wasn't eager to sink it (and fortunately, we wouldn't have to).

Meanwhile, protests began to develop at our embassy in Baghdad in response to the Kataib Hezbollah strikes. The images were disturbing and seemed to harden the desire in Washington to strike Soleimani. The specter of a Benghazi-like episode underlined everything we did. We ordered in Marines for added security and put AH-64 gunships overhead in a show of force. I grew more worried about what could happen after we hit Soleimani. Would it spur the crowd to try to overrun the embassy? What would our relationship with the Iraqi government look like in the aftermath of an attack?

Read: Iran is not a 'normal' country

I sensed that the National Security Council--which includes the secretaries of state and defense, and the national security adviser--was operating under the view that Iran would not retaliate against the United States. Even Milley told me, "The Shia militant groups will go apeshit, but I don't think Iran will do anything directly against us." I disagreed. To his great credit, the chairman understood my arguments and made sure we were prepared if it did.


The author in Afghanistan in August 2021 (First Lieutenant Mark Andries / U.S. Marine Corps)



I went into Centcom headquarters early on December 31, the day we hoped to strike. The morning wore on while we waited for signs of Soleimani's movement. Two huge monitors hung on the far wall. One showed a rotating series of black-and-white images from the MQ-9s. The other showed the hundreds of planes, including civilian airliners, that were crossing Iraq and Iran.

Soleimani finally left home and boarded a plane in Tehran, though we weren't sure if the flight was chartered or commercial. The jet took off at about 9:45 a.m. ET for a two-hour flight to Baghdad. We were ready for him: Our aircraft were overhead and in good positions. When his plane approached Baghdad, however, it didn't descend. I was on a conference call with Milley and Secretary Esper as we watched it pass the city at 30,000 feet.

Someone from the Pentagon asked me, "Can you shoot this fucker down?" Without deciding to execute the request, I called my air-component commander in Qatar. "If I give you an order to shoot this aircraft down, can you make it work?" The Air Force responded quickly, and we moved two fighters into a trail position behind the jet. We now had an option in hand to finish the mission if we were told to do so. We worked feverishly to determine if the flight was chartered or commercial.

It soon became apparent that the plane was headed to Damascus. We also learned that the jet was a much-delayed civilian flight, meaning at least 50 innocent people were probably on board. I immediately advised Milley that we should not shoot. Not even Soleimani was worth that loss of life. He and I quickly agreed that we would not engage. Our fighters rolled off, and the jet began its descent into Damascus. We also pulled back our aircraft from the mission in Yemen. We all took a deep breath and reconsidered our options. "Guidance from the president remains," I told the staff and commanders at 10:48 a.m. "We're going to take a shot when we have a shot."

There were indications that Soleimani would travel from Damascus back to Baghdad in the next 36 hours. We still had another opportunity.

New Year's Day came. I had an obligation in Tampa to deliver the game ball for the Outback Bowl. My security and communications teams came with me. The day was nearly cloudless; I hoped it would be in Baghdad too. The game went well--if you were cheering for Minnesota. We were among the Auburn faithful, so it was a long afternoon.

Before halftime, I received a call from Esper. I spent most of the second half on the phone with him and Milley, crouching in the suite's bathroom, talking on a secure handset as my communications assistant stood outside the door, holding a Wi-Fi hotspot in the air. I told them that our latest intelligence suggested that Soleimani would leave Damascus soon, as early as the next day, and fly to Baghdad. The call ended in time for me to watch the end of a very disappointing game. It was a restless night.

The next day, I went to Centcom headquarters. By late afternoon, tension had begun to build. The flight we expected Soleimani to take was delayed an hour, and then another. I sat quietly at the head of the table and drank copious amounts of coffee. Everyone is looking at the commander during times like this; I knew that any unease on my part would be felt by all. I was confident that we were prepared, but many things were outside our control, and we would need to be ready to adapt. The countless hours that staff members and commanders had put into contingency planning were now ready to pay off. Time turns against you in these moments. It becomes compressed and precious. You need to rely on the work done before time becomes the most valuable commodity in the universe.

Finally, movement! Soleimani was delivered to the airplane in Damascus, boarding from the tarmac. The jet backed out and taxied for takeoff. The flight, a regularly scheduled commercial jet, took off from Damascus at 3:30 p.m. ET. I called the chairman. He and the secretaries of defense and state would monitor the action from a secure conference room in the Pentagon. The aircraft soon appeared on our tracking systems, and I watched it crawl east. Remembering our disappointment of a few days before, I kept a close eye on the altitude. Thankfully the plane began descending over Baghdad, landing at 4:35 p.m., shortly before midnight local time.

It was cloudy. Our MQ-9s flew low to maintain visibility, which meant they initially had to stay some distance away to avoid being heard or seen. We watched as stairs were rolled up to the front cabin door. At 4:40 p.m., we confirmed that it was Soleimani. My JSOTF commander called me and said, "Sir, things will now happen very quickly. If there's any intent to stop it, we need to make that call now." I had my orders, so I simply told him, "Take your shot when you have it."

We watched Soleimani get into a car and pull away alongside a security vehicle. They began to negotiate the warren of ramps, parking areas, and streets to get to Irish. It was now 4:42 p.m. I had long since passed the authority to strike to the JSOTF commander, and he had further passed it down to the team that would release the weapons. Hard experience had taught us that devolving this authority to the lowest possible level as early as possible allowed for those with the best knowledge of the situation to act quickly, without referring back to headquarters.

The two vehicles picked up speed. Everyone's eyes were glued to the big monitors. No one spoke. Then, suddenly, a great flash of white arced across the screen. Pieces of Soleimani's car flew through the air. After a second or two, the security vehicle was struck. There was no cheering, no fist-bumping--just silence, as we watched the cars go up in flames. A minute later, we attacked again, dropping eight more weapons. The operation appeared to be a success, but we couldn't yet confirm.


The burning wreckage of the drone strike that killed Soleimani (Iraqi Prime Minister's Press Office / NYT / Redux)



We had another target to attack, so our attention shifted to Yemen, where we carried out a similar strike on an isolated house where we believed the Quds Force commander to be. We later determined that we'd missed him, but the timing of the two strikes--13 minutes apart--was a remarkable achievement.

Soon it became clear that we had gotten Soleimani. I was home by about 9 p.m., when the first news reports started to appear. Only then did I have time to think about what had happened.

The decision to strike Soleimani was made by Trump, who was getting input from his advisers that Iran would not retaliate, a view that no one at Centcom or in the intelligence community shared. That didn't mean the strike was unwarranted; it meant we weren't sanguine about the aftermath.

Eliot A. Cohen: Iran cannot be conciliated

In the end, I believe that the president made the right decision. Had Soleimani not been stopped, more U.S., coalition, and Iraqi lives would have been lost as the direct result of his leadership. I believe more attacks were likely to happen in the immediate future. Soleimani wasn't going to undertake them himself, but they would inevitably follow his trip to Iraq. The risk of inaction was greater than the risk of action.

Iran had doubted our ability to demonstrate such force, and for good reason--we had never done so over the course of at least two administrations. Now, for the first time in many years, Iran had seen the naked power of the United States. It had to recalculate. Small-scale attacks continued, particularly those that couldn't be directly attributed to Iran. But operational guidance to both Iranian forces and their proxies had changed: Avoid major attacks on U.S. forces. This was a watershed moment in the U.S.-Iran relationship.

Striking Soleimani showed Iran a kind of resolve that had long been absent from U.S. policy. This cycle played out again last month, when Iran attacked Israel: American engagement countered Iranian aggression.

If we plan to remain in the Middle East, we must be prepared to show that same resolve. The risk of escalation is inevitable but manageable; it is the refusal to accept this risk that has hobbled our policy for so long. The lessons of the Soleimani strike are clear, and we shouldn't forget them. The Iranians will respect our strength. They will take advantage of our weakness.



This article has been adapted from Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr.'s new book, The Melting Point: High Command and War in the 21st Century.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/05/qassem-soleimani-iran-middle-east/678472/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos of the Week: Victorian Picnic, Flamingo Flight, Shadow Puppets

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 24, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            An airline for dogs in New York, horse racing in Baltimore, the Olympic torch relay in southwestern France, a Catholic pilgrimage in a Spanish village, the World Para Athletics Championships in Japan, a tornado's path of destruction in Iowa, and much more
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                [image: A passenger aircraft sits on flooded tarmac. The floodwater is very calm and reflects the sky and clouds above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aircraft sits on the flooded tarmac at Salgado Filho Porto Alegre International Airport, in the city of Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, on May 20, 2024. More than 600,000 people have been displaced by the heavy rain, flooding, and mudslides that have ravaged the south of the state for about two weeks.
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                [image: Six fighter jets fly in close formation above a group of women posing for a photograph.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women in swimsuits atop a boat take a group photo as the U.S. Navy's Blue Angels perform in the sky over Annapolis, Maryland, on May 22, 2024.
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                A flock of flamingos takes flight at the foot of Mount Erciyes in Kayseri, Turkey, on May 16, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sercan Kucuksahin / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small tornado forms behind an airplane in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A small tornado forms behind a DC3 during an air show in La Ferte-Alais, south of Paris, France, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: A visible path of destruction through a small town, left by a passing tornado]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view on May 22, 2024, shows devastation left behind after a tornado tore through Greenfield, Iowa. Multiple deaths and injuries have been reported from a series of tornadoes and powerful storms that hit several midwestern states.
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                [image: Two people embrace in front of the wreckage of their home.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Local residents hug in front of their tornado-damaged home in Greenfield, Iowa, on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: A wind turbine bent and shattered in a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wind turbine lies toppled near Prescott, Iowa, on May 22, 2024, after tornadoes tore through the area the day before.
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                [image: A close view of a small bird, wings extended, as it comes in to land on a nest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Eurasian blue tit arrives at its nest in Portslade, England, on May 20, 2024.
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                [image: Two people carry a sea turtle along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men carry a sea turtle to be released into the sea during a water-purification ceremony as part of the opening of the 10th World Water Forum in Serangan Island, Denpasar, Bali, Indonesia, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: A gymnast lies on the floor, arms outstretched during a routine, with a small ball near their face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asya Seker of New South Wales competes in a rhythmic-gymnastics event during the 2024 Australian Gymnastics Championships, at Gold Coast Sports and Leisure Center, in Gold Coast, Australia, on May 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans against a large glass window in a mirrored room, looking out over New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People look out at the city from an observation area at Summit One Vanderbilt, in New York City, on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: An athlete in a wheelchair celebrates, arms outstretched, after winning a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hua Jin of China celebrates winning the gold medal after competing in the Men's 1500-meter T54 final during day six of the World Para Athletics Championships at Kobe Universiade Memorial Stadium in Kobe, Hyogo, Japan, on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: A drone-like single-seat helicopter flies near buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Lift Hexa eVTOL (electric vertical takeoff and landing vehicle), piloted by Jace McCown, makes its first demonstration flight as a part of the SusHi Tech Tokyo 2024 event, in Tokyo, Japan, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: A girl rests on a large, round bale in a field, captured from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl rests on a freshly harvested bale of alfalfa in the countryside near Vilademuls, Girona, Spain, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial photo of dozens of people and cows milling about together]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People visit a livestock market in Yili, in northwestern China's Xinjiang region, on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people crush toward the center of the photo, where they struggle to hold a statue of the Virgin Mary above their heads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pilgrims gather around the effigy of the Rocio Virgin during the annual pilgrimage in the village of El Rocio, Spain, on May 20, 2024.
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                [image: A long and sloped highway off-ramp, completely full of commuters on scooters and motorcycles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Motorcyclists wait for a traffic light as they ride down a ramp from the exclusive motorcycle lane of the Taipei Bridge during the morning commute in Taipei, Taiwan, on May 22, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People walk on and near paths through a field of blooming flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists enjoy blooming flowers at Jilanxi Sports Park in Chongqing, China, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: Several people walk beneath a trellis covered in leaves, vines, and hanging squash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors look at new varieties in the winter-squash cultivation area at a new vegetable-varieties conference at the National Crop Variety Display and Evaluation Base, in Nanning, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, China, on May 20, 2024.
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                [image: A surfer rides a big wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows a surfer riding a wave at Sunset Reef as seasonal cold fronts drive big swells into the Cape Peninsula in Cape Town, South Africa, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a broad and very full waterfall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Hidden Falls in Argentina, part of the Iguazu waterfall system on the Iguazu River, seen from Iguacu National Park in southern Brazil on May 21, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of dozens of people playing in the surf and on a beach]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Senegalese people enjoying themselves at Yoff Beach, one of the most popular weekend destinations for locals, as summer days approach in Dakar, Senegal, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: Several people row an inflatable raft down a whitewater course as one person rides in front, holding an Olympic torch aloft.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                French slalom canoeist Patrice Estanguet holds the Olympic flame while heading down the whitewater venue as part of the Olympic torch relay, in Pau, southwestern France, on May 20, 2024, ahead of the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic Games.
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                [image: Lined up in a grid, dozens of people in identical white outfits perform Tai Chi in a stadium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tai Chi enthusiasts perform at Xingyi Sports Center in Qianxinan Buyei and Miao Autonomous Prefecture, Guizhou province, China, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: About half adozen green laser lights are pointed from the stands at a soccer player on a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans point laser lights at the field, and at RSB Berkane's Yassine Lebhiri, during an African Confederation Cup match between RSB Berkane and Zamalek, at Cairo International Stadium, in Egypt, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: A street performer on a city crosswalk spits a ball of flame into the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Feminist activist and street artist Flor de Fuego performs at a traffic light in Mexico City on May 15, 2024.
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                [image: A jockey's face and goggles covered in mud]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mud cakes the face and goggles of jockey Raymond Handal after he rode Whenlovetakesover in the Ali May Arcoleo Memorial Race ahead of the 149th running of the Preakness Stakes at Pimlico Race Course, in Baltimore, Maryland, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: People fill containers with drinking water, using multiple hoses stuffed into an opening at the top of a tanker truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents fill containers with drinking water from a municipal tanker on a hot summer day in New Delhi, India, on May 21, 2024.
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                [image: A large room is lined with a chaotic webbing made of many red fibers, looking like thick red cobwebs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman stands inside an art installation titled "The Network," by Japanese artist Chiharu Shiota, exhibited in the Museum of Tapestries in Aix-en-Provence, France, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: Two people in fancy costumes with skeleton masks sit side by side, raising glasses to each other.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dress up to attend a "Victorian Picnic" during the Wave-Gotik-Treffen festival in Leipzig, Germany, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: People in traditional garments and hats ride horses in silhouette against a low sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees wearing traditional clothes pay homage to the Virgen del Rocio during an annual religious pilgrimage in El Rocio, Spain, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: Shadows of stylized cutout puppets of several characters from "Star Wars" are seen on a screen.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Star Wars characters, including Tusken Raiders (far left and far right), R2-D2, and Luke Skywalker, appear on-screen during a Star Wars-inspired wayang kulit, a traditional shadow-puppetry performance, at the Royal Selangor Visitor Centre, in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on May 18, 2024. "Peperangan Bintang" is a modern take on wayang kulit aimed at reviving the art form in Malaysia by merging it with digital multimedia and incorporating science-fiction stories and pop-culture elements to spread cultural awareness while preserving its roots for new audiences and younger generations.
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                [image: A dog looks out an airplane window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog looks out an airplane's window during a press event introducing Bark Air, an airline for dogs, at Republic Airport, in East Farmingdale, New York, on May 21, 2024.
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                [image: A white yak and a person sit near a mountain lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A white yak sits along the shore of Lake Namtso in Lhasa, Tibet, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: A dolphin leaps ahead of a large ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dolphin leaps ahead of a ship passing through the Bosphorus Strait, in Istanbul, Turkey, early on May 22, 2024.
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        Photos: Ukrainians Fight to Defend Kharkiv From Russian Attacks

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 23, 2024

            	30 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Several weeks ago, Russian forces began intensifying artillery bombardment and ground advances in border villages across Ukraine's Kharkiv region, and launching deadly missile attacks into the center of Kharkiv, Ukraine's second-largest city. Thousands of civilians have already fled the area in an ongoing evacuation. While firefighters in residential areas battle the blazes caused by Russian missiles, Ukrainian troops are responding to Russian advances along the front line with artillery and squads of small drones.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of city buildings and houses, showing many fires burning across a wide area]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke rises from the Ukrainian border city of Vovchansk, in the Chuhuiv district of Kharkiv Oblast, which is bombarded daily by heavy artillery, on May 17, 2024, seen in this screengrab taken from aerial video footage.
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                [image: Several firefighters wearing protective masks work inside a damaged and smoke-filled building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescuers extinguish a fire at the Vivat printing house hit by Russian shelling on May 23, 2024, in Kharkiv. More than 50 workers were in the printing house at the time of the missile attack, which caused five deaths.
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                [image: A person sits outside a brick house with a pillar of black smoke rising in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pillar of smoke rises from behind a house following shelling by Russian troops, in Kharkiv, northeastern Ukraine, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a man's face, showing blood on the bridge of his nose and below his ear]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Injuries from a blast are visible on the face of a civilian as he is evacuated from Vovchansk, where Russian forces were advancing, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: A crater and wreckage of destroyed lakeside buildings, part of a small resort compound, seen from above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crater and destroyed resort compound, seen from above after a Russian rocket attack near Kharkiv, on May 19, 2024. According to officials, several people were killed in this attack.
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                [image: A military helicopter flies low, above a field of flowering yellow plants, with black smoke rising in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian Mi-8 helicopter returns from a combat operation at the front line in the Kharkiv region on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person carries a shaggy dog up a narrow stairwell.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People work to evacuate an animal shelter, which housed more than 120 animals (including dogs, cats, and goats), in Ruski Tyshky, Kharkiv region, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier in a trench works on one of dozens of small four-rotor drones laid on the ground around him.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pilots with the "Sharp Kartuza" division of FPV kamikaze drones prepare drones for a combat flight on May 16, 2024, in the Kharkiv region, 8 kilometers from the border with Russia.
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                [image: A soldier holds out their hand, letting a small drone take off from it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pilot with the Sharp Kartuza division readies a drone for a combat flight on May 16, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier, bathed in red light, wears goggles while controlling a drone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian serviceman with the Achilles battalion of the 92nd Assault Brigade operates a kamikaze drone over Russian positions in the Kharkiv region on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: A drone's-eye-view of the bodies of two Russian soldiers lying in a field, along tire tracks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone's-eye view of the bodies of two Russian soldiers in a field in the Kharkiv region, photographed on May 16, 2024
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                [image: A soldier stands in a dugout area, working on one of dozens of small drones sitting on the ground around him.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pilot with the Sharp Kartuza division prepares drones for combat flights on May 16, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of damaged and burning buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of damage in the city of Vovchansk, after a Russian bombardment on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks through a doorway in a heavily-damaged building's wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man enters a building destroyed by Russian aerial bombing on May 10, 2024, in Derhachi, Kharkiv Oblast. In the early morning, the Russian army dropped a guided aerial bomb on the city, damaging about 25 buildings and 33 trade pavilions.
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                [image: A civilian stands, hands to their face, beside the scattered wreckage of a bomb-damaged vehicle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident reacts at the site of a Russian air strike in Kharkiv on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: Two rescue workers kneel down to attend to a wounded man lying on the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Paramedics help a wounded man at the site of a resort structure hit by a Russian missile in Kharkiv, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: Several firefighters scramble over downed tree limbs and wreckage to spray water on a fire following a missile attack.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Emergency services fight a fire following a Russian air strike on May 14, 2024, near Kharkiv.
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                [image: A firefighter sprays water on a large fire inside a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter works to put out a fire in Kharkiv on May 4, 2024. According to the head of the local regional administration, Oleh Syniehubov, the Russian army attacked the city with kamikaze drones at night. The attack caused a fire at a service station and injured three people, including a 13-year-old girl and an elderly woman.
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                [image: A person walks beside the wreckage of a large toppled broadcast tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks past debris from the downed Kharkiv Television Tower, after officials reported a Russian strike on the structure, on the outskirts of Kharkiv on April 22, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of the bodies of two civilians lying beside a city street, near a small bomb crater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the bodies of two civilians beside a street in the city of Vovchansk on May 20, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of many gravestones in a cemetery, each adorned with a small Ukrainian flag]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the graves of Ukrainian soldiers who have been killed while fighting Russian forces, seen in Kharkiv's Cemetery Number 18 on May 21, 2024
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                [image: A sign warns "Danger Mines!" in both Ukrainian and English, set among bushes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sign warns "Danger Mines!" among bushes in Kamianka, Kharkiv Oblast, on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: The night sky glows a shade of pinkish-purple during a display of the northern lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The northern lights, seen from Kharkiv on May 10, 2024
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                [image: A woman is helped by soldiers and volunteers during an evacuation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman is helped during an evacuation from Vovchansk on May 13, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Kostiantyn Liberov / Libkos / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman holds a crying child inside a bus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young woman holds her baby while waiting to be transferred to a safer location as Russian forces advanced in the Kharkiv region on May 20, 2024.
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                [image: A dog, its head poking out of a hole in a small cardboard box, is loaded onto a bus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog, packed into a cardboard box, is loaded onto an evacuation bus to the city of Kharkiv on May 17, 2024, in Buhayivka village, Kharkiv Oblast.
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                [image: A person stands inside a debris-covered room in an apartment building, looking out broken windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An interior view of a heavily damaged building in a residential area, seen after a Russian missile attack in Kharkiv on May 14, 2024. Three separate attacks hit Kharkiv, damaging buildings in the city center and near the Peremoha metro station.
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                [image: Several people sit in comfortable seats while donating blood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers donate blood at Kharkiv's Blood Center on May 15, 2024.
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                [image: A large piece of mobile artillery fires, the shock creating a small cloud of dirt, leaves, and smoke.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian servicemen of the 42nd Separate Mechanized Brigade fire a 2S1 Gvozdika self-propelled howitzer toward Russian troops in the Kharkiv region on May 16, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier, seen in silhouette, stands beside a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A serviceman of Ukraine's 92nd Assault Brigade stands guard near Vovchansk on May 19, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The 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 wrong-foot 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 Devil's Bargain With OpenAI

Publishers including <em>The Atlantic</em> are signing deals with the AI giant. Where does this lead?

by Damon Beres




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


Earlier today, The Atlantic's CEO, Nicholas Thompson, announced in an internal email that the company has entered into a business partnership with OpenAI, the creator of ChatGPT. (The news was made public via a press release shortly thereafter.) Editorial content from this publication will soon be directly referenced in response to queries in OpenAI products. In practice, this means that users of ChatGPT, say, might type in a question and receive an answer that briefly quotes an Atlantic story; according to Anna Bross, The Atlantic's senior vice president of communications, it will be accompanied by a citation and a link to the original source. Other companies, such as Axel Springer, the publisher of Business Insider and Politico, have made similar arrangements.

It does all feel a bit like publishers are making a deal with--well, can I say it? The red guy with a pointy tail and two horns? Generative AI has not exactly felt like a friend to the news industry, given that it is trained on loads of material without permission from those who made it in the first place. It also enables the distribution of convincing fake media, not to mention AI-generated child-sexual-abuse material. The rapacious growth of the technology has also dovetailed with a profoundly bleak time for journalism, as several thousand people have lost their jobs in this industry over just the past year and a half. Meanwhile, OpenAI itself has behaved in an erratic, ethically questionable manner, seemingly casting caution aside in search of scale. To put it charitably, it's an unlikely hero swooping in with bags of money. (Others see it as an outright villain: A number of newspapers, including The New York Times, have sued the company over alleged copyright infringement. Or, as Jessica Lessin, the CEO of The Information, put it in a recent essay for this magazine, publishers "should protect the value of their work, and their archives. They should have the integrity to say no.")

Read: ChatGPT is turning the internet into plumbing

This has an inescapable sense of deja vu. For media companies, the defining question of the digital era has simply been How do we reach people? There is much more competition than ever before--anyone with an internet connection can self-publish and distribute writing, photography, and videos, drastically reducing the power of gatekeepers. Publishers need to fight for their audiences tooth and nail. The clearest path forward has tended to be aggressively pursuing strategies based on the scope and power of tech platforms that have actively decided not to bother with the messy and expensive work of determining whether something is true before enabling its publication on a global scale. This dynamic has changed the nature of media--and in many cases degraded it. Certain types of headlines turned out to be more provocative to audiences on social media, thus "clickbait." Google has filtered material according to many different factors over the years, resulting in spammy "search-engine optimized" content that strives to climb to the top of the results page.

At times, tech companies have put their thumb directly on the scale. You might remember when, in 2016, BuzzFeed used Facebook's livestreaming platform to show staffers wrapping rubber bands around a watermelon until it exploded; BuzzFeed, like other publishers, was being paid by the social-media company to use this new video service. That same year, BuzzFeed was valued at $1.7 billion. Facebook eventually tired of these news partnerships and ended them. Today, BuzzFeed trades publicly and is worth about 6 percent of that 2016 valuation. Facebook, now Meta, has a market cap of about $1.2 trillion.

"The problem with Facebook Live is publishers that became wholly dependent on it and bet their businesses on it," Thompson told me when I reached out to ask about this. "What are we going to do editorially that is different because we have a partnership with OpenAI? Nothing. We are going to publish the same stories, do the same things--we will just ideally, I hope, have more people read them." (The Atlantic's editorial team does not report to Thompson, and corporate partnerships have no influence on stories, including this one.) OpenAI did not respond to questions about the partnership.

Read: It's the end of the web as we know it

The promise of working alongside AI companies is easy to grasp. Publishers will get some money--Thompson would not disclose the financial elements of the partnership--and perhaps even contribute to AI models that are higher-quality or more accurate. Moreover, The Atlantic's Product team will develop its own AI tools using OpenAI's technology through a new experimental website called Atlantic Labs. Visitors will have to opt in to using any applications developed there. (Vox is doing something similar through a separate partnership with the company.)

But it's just as easy to see the potential problems. So far, generative AI has not resulted in a healthier internet. Arguably quite the opposite. Consider that in recent days, Google has aggressively pushed an "AI Overview" tool in its Search product, presenting answers written by generative AI atop the usual list of links. The bot has suggested that users eat rocks or put glue in their pizza sauce when prompted in certain ways. ChatGPT and other OpenAI products may perform better than Google's, but relying on them is still a gamble. Generative-AI programs are known to "hallucinate." They operate according to directions in black-box algorithms. And they work by making inferences based on huge data sets containing a mix of high-quality material and utter junk. Imagine a situation in which a chatbot falsely attributes made-up ideas to journalists. Will readers make the effort to check? Who could be harmed? For that matter, as generative AI advances, it may destroy the internet as we know it; there are already signs that this is happening. What does it mean for a journalism company to be complicit in that act?

Read: OpenAI just gave away the entire game

Given these problems, several publishers are making the bet that the best path forward is to forge a relationship with OpenAI and ostensibly work toward being part of a solution. "The partnership gives us a direct line and escalation process to OpenAI to communicate and address issues around hallucinations or inaccuracies," Bross told me. "Additionally, having the link from ChatGPT (or similar products) to our site would let a reader navigate to source material to read the full article." Asked about whether this arrangement might interfere with the magazine's subscription model--by giving ChatGPT users access to information in articles that are otherwise paywalled, for example--Bross said, "This is not a syndication license. OpenAI does not have permission to reproduce The Atlantic's articles or create substantially similar reproductions of whole articles or lengthy excerpts in ChatGPT (or similar products). Put differently, OpenAI's display of our content cannot exceed their fair-use rights."

I am no soothsayer. It is easy to pontificate and catastrophize. Generative AI could turn out to be fine--even helpful or interesting--in the long run. Advances such as retrieval-augmented generation--a technique that allows AI to adjust its responses based on specific outside sources--might relieve some of the most immediate concerns about accuracy. (You would be forgiven for not recently using Microsoft's Bing chatbot, which runs on OpenAI technology, but it's become pretty good at summarizing and citing its sources.) Still, the large language models powering these products are, as the Financial Times wrote, "not search engines looking up facts; they are pattern-spotting engines that guess the next best option in a sequence." Clear reasons exist not to trust their outputs. For this reason alone, the apparent path forward offered by this technology may well be a dead end.
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Amazon Returns Have Gone to Hell

What happened?

by Ian Bogost




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


Updated at 11:25 a.m. ET on May 30, 2024


After ordering two packs of 11-inch, rope-woven storage cubes from Amazon.com recently, I found that the resulting cubes were, in fact, 11-by-10.5-by-10.5 inches. Alas, they weren't what I expected. I elected to return both sets.

Thus began the latest of my ill-fated journeys through logistics at what strives to be "Earth's most customer-centric company." The system promised to be easy: First I'd set up the return within the Amazon app, then scan the QR code it gave me at a self-serve kiosk in my local (Amazon-owned) Whole Foods Market store. After that, I'd simply load my items into a proffered poly bag, print off a mailing label, and drop the package in a chute that the kiosk would unlock for me.

If only life could be so simple. Upon arrival at the Whole Foods, I discovered that I couldn't fit both of the items I wanted to return into a single poly bag. With a line forming behind me, I panicked and decided to regroup at home, where I would begin the process over again, this time as two returns, one for each pack of not-quite-cubes. When I went back to the kiosk a few days later, I couldn't fit even a single pack of storage cubes into a poly bag. Luckily, the cubes were still in their plasticized wrapper, so I applied the labels directly to the packaging. But then I accidentally used the same QR code for both items--a fatal error, it turned out. Didn't this used to be much easier?

Read: The free-returns party is over

According to the National Retail Federation, one-seventh of the $5 trillion worth of retail goods sold in the United States in 2023 were returned. Online retail, which now accounts for about one-quarter of all sales, grew, in part, on this foundation. If you can't see and touch goods that you're about to buy, then you don't ever really know what you're going to get, and you might be disappointed. Free shipping and returns have helped consumers hedge that risk. But free for you doesn't mean free for the retailers, which lose a lot of money on restocking and refurbishment. As Amanda Mull wrote for The Atlantic last year, the standard way of selling things online--with the blanket promise You can always send it back!--has become unsustainable.

"For the first time, companies are making return reductions a priority," Jacob Feldman, an associate professor of supply chain, operations, and technology at Washington University in St. Louis, told me. Amidst their efforts to accomplish that reduction, some have tweaked their free returns to make them slightly less-than-free; others have been warning customers away from suspect purchases, or clamping down on fraud. And according to experts I spoke with, the biggest online retailers have, over time, revised, modified, and amended the logistics processes that they're using for returns. All those small changes have started to compound. What used to be a simple system for consumers is getting more complex. And customers like me have begun to notice.




Amazon has sometimes treated its returns as losses, offloading rejected items or bundling them for sale at auction instead of returning them to stock. But over the past year or so, and for the first time I can remember, I've been getting frequent notices checking in on my returns. "This is a reminder to return the item below," the emails say. One such item was an HDMI coupler--a home-theater-cable doodad--that I'd bought from Amazon, and then sent back successfully (I thought) for an automated refund. Now the company was telling me that the coupler was unaccounted for. Send the item back, it warned, or you'll be charged for it again. I've had this same experience--where Amazon insists that it never got an item I really have sent back--many times now. In some cases, I did end up getting charged, and had to talk with customer service to unwind the matter. Sometimes it took several separate calls or chats to resolve.

Read: This is what happens to all the stuff you don't want

In the supply-chain industry, providing for returns is known as "reverse logistics." For a huge e-commerce business like Amazon's, this system is necessarily involved. Whenever you make a purchase, your items may be shipped to you from a number of different locations, packaged all together in a single box or spread across a handful, and arriving on the same or different days from either Amazon or its "Marketplace" of third-party sellers. Then, if you want to return an item, all those elements must be unwound. According to Zachary S. Rogers, an associate professor of supply-chain management at Colorado State University, Amazon is better adapted to this problem than other online retailers. "They have understood for a long time that returns are a necessary evil," he told me. The company also makes lots of money from Prime memberships, which come with fast, free shipping and returns.

"The name of the game now is mitigation: How do we mitigate this crazy number of returns?" Rogers said. "One of the things you could do is put a little more friction in it. They'll never say returns are going to cost money or not be allowed. But if it's a little more inconvenient, that's not necessarily a bad thing." In other words, if a return process put customers off just enough to dissuade some returns, but without upsetting the precious idea of free returns, that would be a net benefit for retailers. Rogers, who used to work in logistics for an Amazon subsidiary, couldn't say for sure whether this was going on at Amazon or any other online retail company. And Amazon itself, through its spokesperson, told me it would be "patently false and misguided" to assert that any of its return practices are meant to discourage returns. "Customers usually get a product they love, but in case they don't, we welcome returns and invest heavily in technology, infrastructure, and staff to make them fast, convenient, and easy for customers," the spokesperson said.

Read: The nasty logistics of returning your too-small pants

Still, Rogers told me that he's seen other retailers add rules and limits to their returns practices. A company might not let you return a television that you bought the day before the Super Bowl, for example. But sellers have to be careful. "You can put some subtle frictions in the system, but you can't go overboard," he said.

I've certainly dealt with some form of friction using Amazon. The company may unexpectedly split up a group of items into separate returns, for example. That experience can be disorienting. In principle, you might order three of the same hand towel, discover the color isn't to your liking, and then be forced by the website's software to return two of them in one batch and the other in a second. And although Amazon still advertises free returns for many of its products, what that means in practice may vary by customer. You could be directed, as I was, to a self-service return kiosk at your local Whole Foods. Or you could be sent to Kohl's, or Staples, or perhaps the UPS Store.

The spokesperson for Amazon told me that the company presents customers with return options "based on product attributes" and that "the options for return locations may vary." But that's not the whole story. "Behind the scenes, Amazon is figuring out the cheapest return option for them, today," Rogers suggested. The best way for Amazon to route an item might vary with factors such as geography (in rural areas, USPS pickup might be cheapest, for example) or current shipping volumes (a UPS Store might provide for more or less efficiency than Kohl's on any given day). "I think they cherry-pick the things that make sense for them economically," Rogers told me. When presented with this assertion, Amazon's spokesperson did not offer a response.

Consumers have no view into this back-office murk, and the confusion it engenders may effectively be limiting returns. I couldn't help but wonder if this explained my problems with "unreceived" items that I'd definitely sent back to Amazon. Perhaps my returns had veered off-course amidst the convoluted steps of grouping items with their proper labels, determining whether each one goes into a return-shipping box, and then understanding where and how they ought to be dropped off.

The company rejected the idea that my befuddlement about the system of returns was the norm. "A lot of this is based on your experience," the spokesperson told me. Out of curiosity, I asked Amazon corporate to look into my account. What had gone wrong with my return of the HDMI dongle, or of the box of stainless-steel washers, both of which I'd sent back to Amazon in January? And what had happened to the pack of nail-in cable clips that I'd returned in April? The spokesperson said that I'd packed the first two items together in one bag when it should have been two. That's possible, I suppose. It's true that I was flustered at the drop-off. The barcodes all looked the same, and the item thumbnail on my phone screen, which I had to reference at the kiosk, was hard to see, and I didn't have enough hands to do everything.

When summarizing the review of my orders, Amazon's spokesperson told me: "You didn't follow the instructions properly." Again, this may be true--but I'd been trying to follow instructions, and still things didn't go my way. Amazon eventually conceded that one of the unreceived-return notices I'd gotten, for the cable clips, had been sent in error, because the item was incorrectly scanned at the fulfillment center. The company also told me that the kiosk had allowed me to use the same barcode twice for the storage cubes because "when not all of the items fit into one bag, the kiosk allows customers to print multiple labels." The whole experience seemed riddled with arbitrary, hidden rules.

I've been feeling less inclined, these days, to make returns. Others seem to feel the same. "If I even think there is a .1% chance I may have to return an item, I am not buying it from Amazon," one frustrated customer posted on Reddit a few weeks ago. Others have alleged that Amazon is taking longer to issue refunds than it used to. The company maintains that the system is working very well for its customers. It says that 90 percent of eligible refunds are issued within five hours. The spokesperson told me that kiosk returns are completed on average in 60 seconds, that "hundreds of thousands of customers use these kiosks weekly" and that those customers "provide highly positive feedback on the experience." Amazon also stressed that its system for processing returns--which I'd come to see as a sprawling bureaucracy--is actually designed for convenience, offering customers one or more free return options at 8,000 locations across the U.S., the spokesperson said. But from his perspective as a logistics expert, Rogers thinks that's not a totally straightforward answer. "Everyone I've talked to, almost universally, feels that there needs to be some control of the crazy cost of returns," he said of the retail sector overall. "But you have to do it in a way that's subtle."

Indeed, the whole returns situation seems equivocal. I've noticed returns getting harder recently, but Amazon contends that it only ever strives to improve its processes. Is it possible that we're both right? "They might want it to seem like they're making returns easier, when it's actually harder," Feldman, the WashU professor, said. "That's probably exactly what they want." (Amazon had told me that this is not, in fact, what it wants.) Feldman added that it might be difficult for the company to know exactly what makes returns "easier," anyway. Different options may appeal to one customer but not another. "There's no silver bullet."

Faced with that reality, Amazon has tried to do it all: In the absence of a silver bullet for returns, it now provides an ammunition store of options (though it may be the case that only one of them is free). But this creates its own problems, Rogers told me. "As you increase optionality, you add complication," he said. "From the consumer's side, it's not just one consistent process every time." Inconsistency isn't only maddening for people with some storage cubes that they don't want. It may also lead to more mistakes in processing their returns, and more anger over missing refunds.

Late in the process of writing this story, I created yet another free Amazon return, but did not get the option of making a poly-bagged, Whole Foods drop-off like before. Instead, I was instructed to seal all four of my items into a single shipping box (I'd already recycled mine!) and take the package down to the UPS Store. I did not feel like I'd been graced with any greater freedom by this new directive. The choice of where to go had been made on my behalf. That might be more efficient in the end, but it makes me feel like a cog in a reverse-logistics machine I can never hope to understand, but which I also cannot seem to give up.
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Google Is Playing a Dangerous Game With AI Search

The search giant's new tool is answering questions about cancer, heart attacks, and Ozempic.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Doctors often have a piece of advice for the rest of us: Don't Google it. The search giant tends to be the first stop for people hoping to answer every health-related question: Why is my scab oozing? What is this pink bump on my arm? Search for symptoms, and you might click through to WebMD and other sites that can provide an overwhelming possibility of reasons for what's ailing you. The experience of freaking out about what you find online is so common that researchers have a word for it: cyberchondria.



Google has introduced a new feature that effectively allows it to play doctor itself. Although the search giant has long included snippets of text at the top of its search results, now generative AI is taking things a step further. As of last week, the company is rolling out its "AI overview" feature to everyone in the United States, one of the biggest design changes in recent years. Many Google searches will return an AI-generated answer right underneath the search bar, above any links to outside websites. This includes questions about health. When I searched Can you die from too much caffeine?, Google's AI overview spit out a four-paragraph answer, citing five sources.



But this is still a chatbot. In just a week, Google users have pointed out all kinds of inaccuracies with the new AI tool. It has reportedly asserted that dogs have played in the NFL and that President Andrew Johnson had 14 degrees from the University of Wisconsin at Madison. Health answers have been no exception; a number of flagrantly wrong or outright weird responses have surfaced. Rocks are safe to eat. Chicken is safe to eat once it reaches 102 degrees. These search fails can be funny when they are harmless. But when more serious health questions get the AI treatment, Google is playing a risky game.



Google's AI overviews don't trigger for every search, and that's by design. "What laptop should I buy?" is a lower-stakes query than "Do I have cancer?" of course. Even before the introduction of AI search results, Google has said that it treats health queries with special care to surface the most reputable results at the top of the page. "AI overviews are rooted in Google Search's core quality and safety systems," a Google spokesperson told me in an email, "and we have an even higher bar for quality in the cases where we do show an AI overview on a health query." The spokesperson also said that Google tries to show the overview only when the system is most confident in the answer. Otherwise it will just show a regular search result.



When I tested the new tool on more than 100 health-related queries this week, an AI overview popped up for most of them, even the sensitive questions. For real-life inspiration, I used Google's Trends, which gave me a sense of what people actually tend to search for on a given health topic. Google's search bot advised me on how to lose weight, how to get diagnosed with ADHD, what to do if someone's eyeball is popping out of its socket, whether menstrual-cycle tracking works to prevent pregnancy, how to know if I'm having an allergic reaction, what the weird bump on the back of my arm is, how to know if I'm dying. (Some of the AI responses I found have since changed, or no longer show up.)



Not all the advice seemed bad, to be clear. Signs of a heart attack pulled up an AI overview that basically got it right--chest pain, shortness of breath, lightheadedness--and cited sources such as the Mayo Clinic and the CDC. But health is a sensitive area for a technology giant to be operating what is still an experiment: At the bottom of some AI responses is small text saying that the tool is "for informational purposes only ... For medical advice or diagnosis, consult a professional. Generative AI is experimental." Many health questions contain the potential for real-world harm, if answered even just partially incorrectly. AI responses that stoke anxiety about an illness you don't have are one thing, but what about results that, say, miss the signs of an allergic reaction?



Even if Google says it is limiting its AI-overviews tool in certain areas, some searches might still slip through the cracks. At times, it would refuse to answer a question, presumably for safety reasons, and then answer a similar version of the same question. For example, Is Ozempic safe? did not unfurl an AI response, but Should I take Ozempic? did. When it came to cancer, the tool was similarly finicky: It would not tell me the symptoms of breast cancer, but when I asked about symptoms of lung and prostate cancer, it obliged. When I tried again later, it reversed course and listed out breast-cancer symptoms for me, too.



Some searches would not result in an AI overview, no matter how I phrased the queries. The tool did not appear for any queries containing the word COVID. It also shut me down when I asked about drugs--fentanyl, cocaine, weed--and sometimes nudged me toward calling a suicide and crisis hotline. This risk with generative AI isn't just about Google spitting out blatantly wrong, eye-roll-worthy answers. As the AI research scientist Margaret Mitchell tweeted, "This isn't about 'gotchas,' this is about pointing out clearly foreseeable harms." Most people, I hope, should know not to eat rocks. The bigger concern is smaller sourcing and reasoning errors--especially when someone is Googling for an immediate answer, and might be more likely to read nothing more than the AI overview. For instance, it told me that pregnant women could eat sushi as long as it doesn't contain raw fish. Which is technically true, but basically all sushi has raw fish. When I asked about ADHD, it cited AccreditedSchoolsOnline.org, an irrelevant website about school quality.



When I Googled How effective is chemotherapy?, the AI overview said that the one-year survival rate is 52 percent. That statistic comes from a real scientific paper, but it's specifically about head and neck cancers, and the survival rate for patients not receiving chemotherapy was far lower. The AI overview confidently bolded and highlighted the stat as if it applied to all cancers.



In certain instances, a search bot might genuinely be helpful. Wading through a huge list of Google search results can be a pain, especially compared with a chatbot response that sums it up for you. The tool might also get better with time. Still, it may never be perfect. At Google's size, content moderation is incredibly challenging even without generative AI. One Google executive told me last year that 15 percent of daily searches are ones the company has never seen before. Now Google Search is stuck with the same problems that other chatbots have: Companies can create rules about what they should and shouldn't respond to, but they can't always be enforced with precision. "Jailbreaking" ChatGPT with creative prompts has become a game in itself. There are so many ways to phrase any given Google search--so many ways to ask questions about your body, your life, your world.



If these AI overviews are seemingly inconsistent for health advice, a space that Google is committed to going above and beyond in, what about all the rest of our searches?
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Media Companies Are Making a Huge Mistake With AI

News organizations rushing to absolve AI companies of theft are acting against their own interests.

by Jessica Lessin




In 2011, I sat in the Guggenheim Museum in New York and watched Rupert Murdoch announce the beginning of a "new digital renaissance" for news. The newspaper mogul was unveiling an iPad-inspired publication called The Daily. "The iPad demands that we completely reimagine our craft," he said. The Daily shut down the following year, after burning through a reported $40 million.

For as long as I have reported on internet companies, I have watched news leaders try to bend their businesses to the will of Apple, Google, Meta, and more. Chasing tech's distribution and cash, news firms strike deals to try to ride out the next digital wave. They make concessions to platforms that attempt to take all of the audience (and trust) that great journalism attracts, without ever having to do the complicated and expensive work of the journalism itself. And it never, ever works as planned.

Publishers like News Corp did it with Apple and the iPad, investing huge sums in flashy content that didn't make them any money but helped Apple sell more hardware. They took payouts from Google to offer their journalism for free through search, only to find that it eroded their subscription businesses. They lined up to produce original video shows for Facebook and to reformat their articles to work well in its new app. Then the social-media company canceled the shows and the app. Many news organizations went out of business.

The Wall Street Journal recently laid off staffers who were part of a Google-funded program to get journalists to post to YouTube channels when the funding for the program dried up. And still, just as the news business is entering a death spiral, these publishers are making all the same mistakes, and more, with AI.

Adrienne LaFrance: The coming humanist renaissance

Publishers are deep in negotiations with tech firms such as OpenAI to sell their journalism as training for the companies' models. It turns out that accurate, well-written news is one of the most valuable sources for these models, which have been hoovering up humans' intellectual output without permission. These AI platforms need timely news and facts to get consumers to trust them. And now, facing the threat of lawsuits, they are pursuing business deals to absolve them of the theft. These deals amount to settling without litigation. The publishers willing to roll over this way aren't just failing to defend their own intellectual property--they are also trading their own hard-earned credibility for a little cash from the companies that are simultaneously undervaluing them and building products quite clearly intended to replace them.

Late last year Axel Springer, the European publisher that owns Politico and Business Insider, sealed a deal with OpenAI reportedly worth tens of millions of dollars over several years. OpenAI has been offering other publishers $1 million to $5 million a year to license their content. News Corp's new five-year deal with OpenAI is reportedly valued at as much as $250 million in cash and OpenAI credits. Conversations are heating up. As its negotiations with OpenAI failed, The New York Times sued the firm--as did Alden Global Capital, which owns the New York Daily News and the Chicago Tribune. They were brave moves, although I worry that they are likely to end in deals too.

That media companies would rush to do these deals after being so burned by their tech deals of the past is extraordinarily distressing. And these AI partnerships are far worse for publishers. Ten years ago, it was at least plausible to believe that tech companies would become serious about distributing news to consumers. They were building actual products such as Google News. Today's AI chatbots are so early and make mistakes often. Just this week, Google's AI suggested you should glue cheese to pizza crust to keep it from slipping off.

OpenAI and others say they are interested in building new models for distributing and crediting news, and many news executives I respect believe them. But it's hard to see how any AI product built by a tech company would create meaningful new distribution and revenue for news. These companies are using AI to disrupt internet search--to help users find a single answer faster than browsing a few links. So why would anyone want to read a bunch of news articles when an AI could give them the answer, maybe with a tiny footnote crediting the publisher that no user will ever click on?

Companies act in their interest. But OpenAI isn't even an ordinary business. It's a nonprofit (with a for-profit arm) that wants to promote general artificial intelligence that benefits humanity--though it can't quite decide what that means. Even if its executives were ardent believers in the importance of news, helping journalism wouldn't be on their long-term priority list.

Ross Andersen: Does Sam Altman know what he's creating?

That's all before we talk about how to price the news. Ask six publishers how they should be paid by these tech companies, and they will spout off six different ideas. One common idea publishers describe is getting a slice of the tech companies' revenue based on the percentage of the total training data their publications represent. That's impossible to track, and there's no way tech companies would agree to it. Even if they did agree to it, there would be no way to check their calculations--the data sets used for training are vast and inscrutable. And let's remember that these AI companies are themselves struggling to find a consumer business model. How do you negotiate for a slice of something that doesn't yet exist?

The news industry finds itself in this dangerous spot, yet again, in part because it lacks a long-term focus and strategic patience. Once-family-owned outlets, such as The Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times, have been sold to interested billionaires. Others, like The Wall Street Journal, are beholden to the public markets and face coming generational change among their owners. Television journalism is at the whims of the largest media conglomerates, which are now looking to slice, dice, and sell off their empires at peak market value. Many large media companies are run by executives who want to live to see another quarter, not set up their companies for the next 50 years. At the same time, the industry's lobbying power is eroding. A recent congressional hearing on the topic of AI and news was overshadowed by OpenAI CEO Sam Altman's meeting with House Speaker Mike Johnson. Tech companies clearly have far more clout than media companies.

Things are about to get worse. Legacy and upstart media alike are bleeding money and talent by the week. More outlets are likely to shut down, while others will end up in the hands of powerful individuals using them for their own agendas (see the former GOP presidential candidate Vivek Ramaswamy's activist play for BuzzFeed).

The long-term solutions are far from clear. But the answer to this moment is painfully obvious. Publishers should be patient and refrain from licensing away their content for relative pennies. They should protect the value of their work, and their archives. They should have the integrity to say no. It's simply too early to get into bed with the companies that trained their models on professional content without permission and have no compelling case for how they will help build the news business.

Instead of keeping their business-development departments busy, newsrooms should focus on what they do best: making great journalism and serving it up to their readers. Technology companies aren't in the business of news. And they shouldn't be. Publishers have to stop looking to them to rescue the news business. We must start saving ourselves.
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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




Updated at 6:05 p.m. ET on May 24, 2024

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: About nine months ago, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman approached the actor with a request to license her voice for a new conversation feature in ChatGPT; Johansson declined. She alleges that just two days before the company's keynote event last week--in which that feature, a version of which launched last September, was highlighted 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 GPT-4o two days later--drawing attention to the "Sky" voice, which 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 announced GPT-4o, 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.



This article originally stated that the Sky voice feature debuted with this month's GPT-4o announcement. In fact, it debuted in September 2023.
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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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How Far Will Republicans Go to Become Trump's Vice President?

"Loyalty is job one."

by The Editors




As the vice-presidential sweepstakes continues, Republicans are vying for a slot as former President Donald Trump's potential running mate. Some of the Republicans interested in joining the campaign, including Senators Marco Rubio and Tim Scott, have taken to publicly expressing their loyalty to Trump in interviews, going so far as to suggest that they would refuse the results of an election where Trump does not win. This rhetoric could suggest what the former president is looking for in a VP.

"This is not about litigating 2020," Mara Liasson said on Washington Week With The Atlantic last night, in response to clips from interviews with Rubio and Scott. "This is a party whose leadership says they will not accept the results of an election unless they win. The peaceful transfer of power is the bedrock of democracy and one party doesn't believe in it."

Meanwhile, recent polls show that Trump holds a credible chance of becoming the 47th president. But with closing arguments in his hush-money trial set to begin on Tuesday, and a verdict from the jury coming thereafter, Trump's campaign faces the possibility that he could become a convicted felon. Once the outcome of the trial is delivered, Trump and Joe Biden's campaigns will likely be contending with the reaction of independent voters, who could affect which candidate ends up in the White House.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffery Goldberg, to discuss the campaign trail, Justice Samuel Alito's flags, and more: Josh Gerstein, a senior legal-affairs reporter at Politico; Mara Liasson, a national political correspondent for NPR; Ed O'Keefe, a senior White House and political correspondent for CBS News; and Nancy Youssef, a national-security correspondent at The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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Stop Wasting Your Fridge Space

Food storage is way more confusing than it ought to be.

by Yasmin Tayag




My refrigerator has a chronic real-estate problem. The issue isn't leftovers; it's condiments. Jars and bottles have filled the door and taken over the main shelves. There's so little room between the chili crisp, maple syrup, oyster sauce, gochujang, spicy mustard, several kinds of hot sauce, and numerous other condiments that I've started stacking containers. Squeezing in new items is like simultaneously playing Tetris and Jenga. And it's all because of three little words on their labels: Refrigerate after opening.



But a lot of the time, these instructions seem confusing, if not just unnecessary. Pickles are usually kept cold after opening, but the whole point of pickling is preservation. The same is true of fermented things, such as sauerkraut, kimchi, and certain hot sauces. Ketchup bottles are a fixture of diner counters, and vessels of chili oil and soy sauce sit out on the tables at Chinese restaurants. So why must they take up valuable fridge space at home?



Meanwhile, foods languish in the pantry when they would do better in the fridge. Nuts develop an off-taste after a few months; spices fade to dust in roughly the same time span. Recently, a bag of flaxseed I'd bought just a few weeks earlier went rancid and began to smell like paint thinner. A lot of commonly unrefrigerated foods could benefit from cold storage, Kasiviswanathan Muthukumarappan, a refrigeration expert at South Dakota State University, told me. Yet maddeningly, they aren't labeled as such, whereas many shelf-stable foods are refrigerated by default. The conventions of food storage are full of inconsistencies, wasting not only precious refrigerator space but sometimes also food itself.



Judging by a trip to the grocery store, there are two kinds of foods: fridge foods and pantry foods. Pasta and granola bars, for example, are kept at room temperature, whereas fresh foods such as meat, dairy, and produce are kept cold. These types of highly perishable items are defined by the FDA as "temperature control for safety" foods, and keeping them below 40 degrees Fahrenheit slows the growth of many harmful microbes, which can cause food poisoning. Outside the fridge, pathogenic microbes grow rapidly: According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, these foods shouldn't be left unrefrigerated for even just two hours.



But the binary--fridge foods and pantry foods--is too simplistic. Many condiments, for example, exist in a murky middle ground. Some mustards can sit out on a counter, whereas others are prone to mold, Karen Schaich, a food-science professor at Rutgers University, told me. Relishes, which are usually chopped pickled vegetables or fruits, can also develop mold or yeast fermentation if not refrigerated. In part, it comes down to their sugar content: Microbes don't thrive in acidic conditions, but they generally do like some sugar. A broad rule of thumb is that "extremely tart or sour" condiments are usually safe to leave on the counter, as long as they aren't also sweet, Schaich said.



Proper food storage just can't be boiled down to a single question--to chill or not to chill?--because the effects of refrigeration are twofold. Beyond safety, the fridge helps maintain a food's flavor. It does this in part by slowing the growth of spoilage microbes, which usually aren't harmful but produce revolting flavors and odors. The fridge also slows natural processes that degrade quality. Once safety is controlled for, "chemistry takes over," Schaich said, referring to reactions that cause food to develop weird or gross flavors over months or even years.



The big one is oxidation, which is responsible for many foul odors, tastes, and textures in food, such as stale Cheerios and oil that smells like Play-Doh. It's caused by exposure to oxygen and accelerated by factors including time, moisture, bacteria, light, and, crucially, heat. Refrigeration keeps food tasting fresh by controlling for the latter. That's why products such as Heinz ketchup and Kikkoman soy sauce have labels saying they should be stored in the fridge: not for safety, but for flavor. Put them in your pantry, and they're unlikely to make you sick.



When it comes to maintaining flavor, one molecule is more consequential than others. "It's the fat that matters," Muthukumarappan said. Fatty foods--certain nuts such as pecans and walnuts, some kinds of oil--oxidize and go rancid, usually developing sour or bitter flavors and, sometimes, the tangy smell of metal or the waxy one of crayons. It makes sense to refrigerate peanut butter, and nuts in general, Muthukumarappan said. Better yet, store them in the freezer if you plan on keeping them for years. Grains are likewise vulnerable to rancidity: Hemp seeds have a high oil content and can oxidize within months, and so can some types of flour, Schaich said--in particular, whole-grain flours such as rye and spelt. Storing them in the refrigerator is better than in the cupboard, she said, but vacuum-sealing them to remove oxygen, then putting them in the freezer, is best for long-term storage.



There are other reasons you might want to put things in the refrigerator. Spices don't usually become rancid, but their potency fades. A milk-carton-size container of smoked paprika I ordered about a year ago is now basically red sawdust. Old cumin smells dull, like pencil shavings. The flavor and pungency of spices comes from volatile oils, which too are vulnerable to oxidation. Staleness, Muthukumarappan told me, is usually caused by repeated exposure to the air--as in, regularly opening and closing a spice jar. Keeping spices near heat and light can accelerate the process. The freezer is useful if you plan to store spices long term, provided that they're kept in airtight containers. But if they're going to be used frequently, it's best for them to stay at room temperature. Keeping them cold risks condensation forming every time the container is opened, potentially leading to clumps, off-flavors, or even microbial growth, Luke LaBorde, a food-science professor at Penn State, told me.



In all my years of cooking, I can't remember seeing a ketchup bottle that said it was okay to store at room temperature, just as I've never come across a spice jar that was meant to be kept in the freezer. Storage instructions on foods, or lack thereof, manifest a different reality, one where proper storage techniques aren't general knowledge but insider information: There probably won't be any refrigeration instructions on a bag of pine nuts, but if you know, you know. Expecting every product to have detailed instructions is unrealistic. A simpler storage system, if a more space-intensive one, might be to keep everything cold by default. That way, at least most foods would be safer, and presumably stay fresher. When I asked Muthukumarappan whether any foods would taste better if stored at room temperature, he said he couldn't think of any. Yet there is still lively debate over whether tomatoes, bread, eggs, butter, and olive oil taste best at room temperature.



The fridge-pantry dichotomy will never fully encompass the murky science of food safety, and the experts don't always agree. Even the rules for produce aren't totally clear-cut: All sliced fruit, but not all whole fruit, should be kept cold--especially sliced melons. Unlike most fruits, melons aren't very acidic, making them more hospitable to pathogenic microbes, LaBorde said. Garlic is safe for several months when kept at room temperature, but homemade garlic-in-oil carries the risk of botulism unless refrigerated.



There's only one way to reclaim our fridge space and avoid rancid nuts, stale oats, and moldy jellies: thinking beyond the fridge-pantry binary. In particular, factor in how long and where you intend on storing food. It's not always easy: Buy in bulk from Costco, where you can get a five-pound bag of walnuts and a gallon of mayonnaise, and food can easily linger--or be forgotten--in a humid pantry for months, even years. Still, if a bottle of ketchup is going to get used up in a week of summer barbecues, you can let it hang out on the counter. Went nuts when the walnuts went on sale? Freeze some for future you.

The science of food storage was widely known several generations ago because it was taught in American schools, Schaich told me. Now we're on our own. Although we're unlikely to ever grasp all of its complexities, understanding it just a little more has some advantages. Disregarding the recommendation to refrigerate an open jar of capers gave me a frisson of excitement--not just because it felt like breaking an imperfect rule, but because of the space it opened up in my fridge.
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The Child-Nutrition Myth That Just Won't Die

Disguising vegetables inside other foods might be the worst way to get a toddler to eat them.

by Lauren Silverman




When my 2-year-old began favoring string cheese and croutons over peas and cauliflower, I tried to get creative. First, I mimicked the artsy approach to vegetables I remembered from childhood, starting with the classic ants on a log and then advancing to cucumber caterpillars and hummus monsters with carrot teeth. My toddler was only mildly amused. Next I turned to persuasion, repeating just how delicious bok choy is and how strong spinach would make her. On most days, I was lucky to get a single bite of something green within an inch of her mouth.

So I turned to Instagram and TikTok, where I quickly noticed that one veggie trick triumphed above all others: Hide the vegetables your child dislikes in the dishes they love. Does your kid like pancakes? Mix a little powdered spinach into those. Mac and cheese? That distinct orange color could come from carrots. You can even disguise cauliflower and broccoli in pizza sauce.

The sneak-it-in strategy predates social media. Authors of parenting cookbooks, such as Deceptively Delicious and The Sneaky Chef: Simple Strategies for Hiding Healthy Foods in Kids' Favorite Meals, made the rounds on TV programs like The Oprah Winfrey Show and the Today show back in the late aughts. The fact that stealth cooking has remained so popular is amazing when you consider how much work it is. You might spend an extra hour cooking, say, chicken nuggets from scratch with pureed beets tucked inside--versus buying a bag of regular chicken nuggets from the supermarket. But if it helps your toddler get their recommended cup or cup and a half of vegetables each day, it's worth it, right?

The nutrition experts I spoke with say it's not. "Children by and large don't need us to go to those lengths to get vegetables into them," Laura Thomas, a nutritionist who directs the London Centre for Intuitive Eating, told me.

Read: The ominous rise of toddler milk

Vegetables, of course, have many health benefits. Some studies have linked eating vegetables to a decreased risk of several chronic diseases, including heart disease. But these studies look at veggie consumption across many years, not strictly what you eat as a toddler. And even though many children in the U.S. aren't meeting dietary guidelines on vegetables, Thomas said that doesn't necessarily mean they are undernourished. A large national study published in 2018 found that toddlers, despite their reputation for veggie-hatred, on average consume enough calcium, vitamin A, and iron. They tend to be low on potassium and fiber, but children (and adults, for that matter) can absorb such crucial nutrients from meat, nuts, beans, whole grains, and other nongreen foods. "There is almost nothing inherent to a vegetable that you can't get in other foods," Thomas said.

Disregarding vegetables isn't an ideal long-term solution, because many of the foods that we tend to eat in their place are high in calories and low in fiber. But in the short term, accepting alternatives can help your toddler survive their pickiest stages without getting scurvy. And crucially, hiding veggies in bread- or meat- or sugar-heavy foods still means your kid is eating a lot of bread or meat or sugar. No amount of vegetables can counteract the detrimental effects of excess sugar.

Prominent nutritionists and child-development specialists alike have been telling parents for years to stop pressuring and tricking kids into eating vegetables. Yet health-conscious parents just can't seem to put down the blender--which might say less about picky kids and more about the years of health messaging and fad diets their elders have endured. "All of these Millennials who grew up with 'clean eating' haven't really thrown off that baggage," Thomas said. Ellyn Satter, who for decades has been an expert on feeding and raising healthy kids, puts it more bluntly: "The belief is that if you hide vegetables in your child's food, they won't get fat and they're going to live forever."

Read: The latest diet trend is not dieting

Covertly shredding beets into meatballs and sneaking pureed veggies into our children's mouths with whipped-cream chasers isn't just pointless, Satter and other nutritionists say. The approach can even be counterproductive. "The goal of child nutrition is not to get children to eat everything they're supposed to today. It is to help them to learn to enjoy a variety of healthy food for a lifetime," Satter told me. And everything scientists know about how to do that stands in contrast to grinding vegetables into an indistinguishable pulp and masking them with other flavors.

Experts told me that if you consistently prepare and eat meals with your kids that contain a variety of foods--including disliked vegetables--without pressuring them to taste or swallow anything, they'll eventually learn to eat most of what's offered. Satter originally outlined this approach back in the 1980s, and told me that it works primarily because it creates trust between parent and child. "The child needs to trust their parents to let them determine what to eat or not eat from what the parents offer," she said. If your child discovers that you've been hiding cauliflower in their tater tots or telling them tiny pieces of broccoli are actually green sprinkles, Satter said, you could rupture that trust, and your child may become more wary of the foods you serve or develop negative associations with vegetables.

Nearly 40 years after Satter outlined her feeding method, pediatric nutritionists continue to be wary of the trust-destroying potential of veggie-sneaking. Rafael Perez-Escamilla, a public-health professor at Yale, told me that even if your child is going through a mac-and-cheese phase (as his son did for many years in the '90s), he would never advise hiding vegetables in other foods. "Surround your child with healthy foods, but let the kid decide. Let the kid touch the food, smell the food; let the kid learn to eat when he or she is hungry and stop eating when he or she knows he is full," he said. "It's easier said than done, but it works."

Read: Putting kids on diets won't solve anything

The hands-off approach certainly takes less physical work, but Perez-Escamilla is right that it can be a real emotional struggle. As a parent, I'm still tempted to soothe my anxiety by sneaking kale into a smoothie, and reluctant to cook creamed spinach for my toddler over and over only to be rejected each time. But I have learned to find some comfort in acting as a role model instead of a micromanager.

Over the past few months, I've quit slipping broccoli into pasta sauce and started offering it as part of dinner. Sometimes my toddler takes a nibble; sometimes she doesn't. I've noticed that the less I show I care, the more she experiments on her own.
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Google Is Playing a Dangerous Game With AI Search

The search giant's new tool is answering questions about cancer, heart attacks, and Ozempic.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Doctors often have a piece of advice for the rest of us: Don't Google it. The search giant tends to be the first stop for people hoping to answer every health-related question: Why is my scab oozing? What is this pink bump on my arm? Search for symptoms, and you might click through to WebMD and other sites that can provide an overwhelming possibility of reasons for what's ailing you. The experience of freaking out about what you find online is so common that researchers have a word for it: cyberchondria.



Google has introduced a new feature that effectively allows it to play doctor itself. Although the search giant has long included snippets of text at the top of its search results, now generative AI is taking things a step further. As of last week, the company is rolling out its "AI overview" feature to everyone in the United States, one of the biggest design changes in recent years. Many Google searches will return an AI-generated answer right underneath the search bar, above any links to outside websites. This includes questions about health. When I searched Can you die from too much caffeine?, Google's AI overview spit out a four-paragraph answer, citing five sources.



But this is still a chatbot. In just a week, Google users have pointed out all kinds of inaccuracies with the new AI tool. It has reportedly asserted that dogs have played in the NFL and that President Andrew Johnson had 14 degrees from the University of Wisconsin at Madison. Health answers have been no exception; a number of flagrantly wrong or outright weird responses have surfaced. Rocks are safe to eat. Chicken is safe to eat once it reaches 102 degrees. These search fails can be funny when they are harmless. But when more serious health questions get the AI treatment, Google is playing a risky game.



Google's AI overviews don't trigger for every search, and that's by design. "What laptop should I buy?" is a lower-stakes query than "Do I have cancer?" of course. Even before the introduction of AI search results, Google has said that it treats health queries with special care to surface the most reputable results at the top of the page. "AI overviews are rooted in Google Search's core quality and safety systems," a Google spokesperson told me in an email, "and we have an even higher bar for quality in the cases where we do show an AI overview on a health query." The spokesperson also said that Google tries to show the overview only when the system is most confident in the answer. Otherwise it will just show a regular search result.



When I tested the new tool on more than 100 health-related queries this week, an AI overview popped up for most of them, even the sensitive questions. For real-life inspiration, I used Google's Trends, which gave me a sense of what people actually tend to search for on a given health topic. Google's search bot advised me on how to lose weight, how to get diagnosed with ADHD, what to do if someone's eyeball is popping out of its socket, whether menstrual-cycle tracking works to prevent pregnancy, how to know if I'm having an allergic reaction, what the weird bump on the back of my arm is, how to know if I'm dying. (Some of the AI responses I found have since changed, or no longer show up.)



Not all the advice seemed bad, to be clear. Signs of a heart attack pulled up an AI overview that basically got it right--chest pain, shortness of breath, lightheadedness--and cited sources such as the Mayo Clinic and the CDC. But health is a sensitive area for a technology giant to be operating what is still an experiment: At the bottom of some AI responses is small text saying that the tool is "for informational purposes only ... For medical advice or diagnosis, consult a professional. Generative AI is experimental." Many health questions contain the potential for real-world harm, if answered even just partially incorrectly. AI responses that stoke anxiety about an illness you don't have are one thing, but what about results that, say, miss the signs of an allergic reaction?



Even if Google says it is limiting its AI-overviews tool in certain areas, some searches might still slip through the cracks. At times, it would refuse to answer a question, presumably for safety reasons, and then answer a similar version of the same question. For example, Is Ozempic safe? did not unfurl an AI response, but Should I take Ozempic? did. When it came to cancer, the tool was similarly finicky: It would not tell me the symptoms of breast cancer, but when I asked about symptoms of lung and prostate cancer, it obliged. When I tried again later, it reversed course and listed out breast-cancer symptoms for me, too.



Some searches would not result in an AI overview, no matter how I phrased the queries. The tool did not appear for any queries containing the word COVID. It also shut me down when I asked about drugs--fentanyl, cocaine, weed--and sometimes nudged me toward calling a suicide and crisis hotline. This risk with generative AI isn't just about Google spitting out blatantly wrong, eye-roll-worthy answers. As the AI research scientist Margaret Mitchell tweeted, "This isn't about 'gotchas,' this is about pointing out clearly foreseeable harms." Most people, I hope, should know not to eat rocks. The bigger concern is smaller sourcing and reasoning errors--especially when someone is Googling for an immediate answer, and might be more likely to read nothing more than the AI overview. For instance, it told me that pregnant women could eat sushi as long as it doesn't contain raw fish. Which is technically true, but basically all sushi has raw fish. When I asked about ADHD, it cited AccreditedSchoolsOnline.org, an irrelevant website about school quality.



When I Googled How effective is chemotherapy?, the AI overview said that the one-year survival rate is 52 percent. That statistic comes from a real scientific paper, but it's specifically about head and neck cancers, and the survival rate for patients not receiving chemotherapy was far lower. The AI overview confidently bolded and highlighted the stat as if it applied to all cancers.



In certain instances, a search bot might genuinely be helpful. Wading through a huge list of Google search results can be a pain, especially compared with a chatbot response that sums it up for you. The tool might also get better with time. Still, it may never be perfect. At Google's size, content moderation is incredibly challenging even without generative AI. One Google executive told me last year that 15 percent of daily searches are ones the company has never seen before. Now Google Search is stuck with the same problems that other chatbots have: Companies can create rules about what they should and shouldn't respond to, but they can't always be enforced with precision. "Jailbreaking" ChatGPT with creative prompts has become a game in itself. There are so many ways to phrase any given Google search--so many ways to ask questions about your body, your life, your world.



If these AI overviews are seemingly inconsistent for health advice, a space that Google is committed to going above and beyond in, what about all the rest of our searches?
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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



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Health | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Video | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Health | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Education | The ...
          
        

      

      Sexes | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Education | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Science | The ...
          
        

      

      Education | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Science | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Education | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Science | The Atlantic

      
        'La Nina Really Can't Come Soon Enough'
        Marina Koren
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        Every year, beginning around the end of March, my household starts planning a massacre. Our targets are our home's clothes moths: My spouse and I lay pheromone-laced traps in the closets, living room, and bedrooms; we--and our two cats--go on alert for any stray speckle of brown on a cream-colored wall. The moment we spy an insect, we'll do whatever we can to crush it. After killing dozens upon dozens, my husband and I can now snatch moths straight out of the air.None of this has been enough to eli...
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        In the tropics, along the band of sky near the equator, clouds and wind run the show. These are juicy clouds that aggregate and disaggregate in agglomerations and that can live a long time, as far as clouds go. In the summer, when the ocean is especially hot, they can pile up high, breeding hurricanes; at all times of year, the behavior of tropical cloud systems drives global atmospheric circulation, helping determine the weather all over the world. And still, clouds remain one of the least under...

      

      
        Washington State Has Been Sitting on a Secret Weapon Against Climate Change
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        This article was originally published by High Country News.On a warm day in August, Anthony Stewart hiked through a forest on Washington's Olympic Peninsula, making his way through a tangle of ferns and grasses. Wispy, lichen-coated branches hung overhead, providing shade as he set down his backpack and shovel, and he and his team prepared to dig.This was one of Stewart's favorite study sites, he says. It's relatively dry on the surface, but just underneath it, a layer of reddish soil, full of or...
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        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...
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        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...
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'La Nina Really Can't Come Soon Enough'

The climate phenomenon should cool the world. But first, we have to make it through another sweltering summer.

by Marina Koren




Updated at 3:40 p.m. ET on May 29, 2024

There are still a few days left, but this month is on track to be the warmest May ever documented. In fact, every month since last June has broken worldwide temperature records. The world's oceans, which were too hot last year, are still mostly too hot now. The combination of manmade global warming, an unnatural climate phenomenon, and El Nino, a natural one, has inflated temperatures around the globe over the past year; the current El Nino event, which emerged in the middle of 2023, has been among the strongest on record. This El Nino, at least, is nearly done--but its end likely won't save the Northern Hemisphere from another sweltering summer.

El Nino episodes last only about nine to 12 months at a time, and forecasters predict that its cooler opposite, La Nina, will settle in sometime between this summer and early fall. La Nina should eventually lower the planetary thermostat, Michael McPhaden, a senior scientist at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration who studies the twin phenomena, told me. But a worrying amount of climate chaos still awaits us as La Nina asserts itself in the next several months, and the relief it may bring will be only temporary in the grand scheme of our warming world.

The transition to La Nina is not a flipped switch; the excess heat of El Nino conditions takes time to dissipate. As a result, "there's a high likelihood that 2024 will be even warmer than 2023 because of this delayed effect," McPhaden said. "La Nina may bring some relief, if not this year, then perhaps in 2025."

For many people, though, 2025 is too far away. Right now, Southeast Asia is suffering from extreme heat. Europe is set to experience another brutally hot summer. In parts of the United States, heat-related health emergencies reached historic levels last summer, and we may experience a repeat this year. Some parts of Florida have already registered heat indexes--the "what it actually feels like" measure, combining air temperatures and relative humidity--well above the danger threshold this year, and it's still spring.

Read: We're gambling with the only good oceans in the universe

The extreme heat in Florida isn't limited to land. Along its coasts, a marine heat wave caused massive coral bleaching last year, and marine scientists are not hopeful about this year either. Historically, such events were limited to August. But "last year, it all started in early July, and now this year, we're seeing temperatures hit August levels in the middle of May," Derek Manzello, a coral biologist and the coordinator of NOAA Coral Reef Watch, told me. "La Nina really can't come soon enough," he said, because "it should basically stop the bleeding."

But for Florida especially, the transition to La Nina is its own kind of danger. During La Nina, high-altitude winds that might tear apart hurricanes in El Nino years weaken instead. So more storms spin into existence and strengthen on their way to land. To make matters worse, hurricanes intensify by feeding off warm seawater--and plenty of that is available in the Atlantic right now. The combination of La Nina and abnormally hot oceans is expected to produce a perilously strong hurricane season for the Eastern Seaboard, the Gulf Coast, and the Caribbean.

Both El Nino and La Nina deliver grief to some regions of the world--heavy rains, intense storms, droughts, wildfires--and a reprieve to others. In Canada, "we want to move from El Nino to La Nina," Hossein Bonakdari, a University of Ottawa professor who specializes in the effects of climate change on civil-engineering infrastructure, told me. That's because Canada experienced a staggeringly destructive wildfire season last year, and La Nina likely will bring much-needed rainfall that can reduce the risk of blazes. Meanwhile, "California loves El Nino because that rescued us last year from the drought," Alexa Fredston, a quantitative ecologist at UC Santa Cruz, told me.

Read: The oceans we knew are already gone

And human-caused climate change is amplifying the effects of both phenomena. "In a warmer world, the atmosphere can hold more moisture," McPhaden said, so El Nino- or La Nina-caused rainfall that might once have been severe instead becomes extreme. A warmer atmosphere also increases the rate of evaporation of water on land, so severe droughts turn into extreme droughts, too.

Climate change also risks dampening the relief that La Nina has historically brought to regions warmed by El Nino. Manzello worries that La Nina won't be enough to keep corals from bleaching this time, even moving into next year. "How much help is it really going to bring now that the global ocean is just so darn hot?" he said. Historically, La Nina's cooler temperatures have curbed the formation of harmful algal blooms, which can be toxic to people, animals, and aquatic ecosystems, Julian Merder, a postdoctoral researcher at the Carnegie Institution for Science, told me. But what happens if global warming nudges temperatures into algae's preferred zone even during the cool phase? Such blooms thrive in warm temperatures and on nutrients flushed from land by heavy rains and runoff. In a warmer world, heavy snowpack from a La Nina winter in some areas could melt during springtime into hotter conditions, making trapped nutrients available to algae. In those regions, "it might even be the case that La Nina is getting us more harmful algal blooms than El Nino would," Merder said.

The La Nina that perspiring Americans might long for now is not what it used to be. "La Nina years now are warmer overall on the planet than big El Nino years were 25 years ago," McPhaden said. Both climate phenomena have always been powerful. But in the 21st century, the cool phase is only a temporary antidote to the symptoms of climate change, and a fainter one at that. If greenhouse gases continue to warm our world, La Nina's reprieve will only grow weaker.



This article has been updated to clarify La Nina's effects on algal blooms.
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Sweater-Eating Moths Are an Unbeatable Enemy

They will eat much more than just your clothes.

by Katherine J. Wu




Every year, beginning around the end of March, my household starts planning a massacre. Our targets are our home's clothes moths: My spouse and I lay pheromone-laced traps in the closets, living room, and bedrooms; we--and our two cats--go on alert for any stray speckle of brown on a cream-colored wall. The moment we spy an insect, we'll do whatever we can to crush it. After killing dozens upon dozens, my husband and I can now snatch moths straight out of the air.



None of this has been enough to eliminate the moths. These particular moths--webbing clothes moths--are simply too well adapted to modern human life; as a species, "they don't really live outside anymore," Isabel Novick, a biologist at Boston University, told me. Clothes moths have evolved into a perfect nuisance, so capable of subsisting on the contents of our homes that permanently purging them may be impossible.



Adult clothes moths, at least, are easy game. Their bodies, the size of fennel seeds, are fragile. And although they have wings, they're poor flyers--females prefer to walk--and when they do force themselves aloft, manage only weak lurches and lilts. The adults, though, aren't the problem; they don't even have mouths. The larvae are the ones that post up in our closets and chew their way through hundreds of dollars of woolen sweaters and cashmere cardigans.



These moths belong to a group of insects--Lepidoptera, the order that includes butterflies and moths--that's been around for hundreds of millions of years, well predating us, much less our taste for luxe outerwear. What the larvae are after, though, is not sweater-specific; they're hungry for keratin, a hardy protein found in fur, feathers, horns, claws, hooves, and other animal adornments. Keratin is tough enough that most animals find it quite hard to digest, and leave it alone.



Clothes moths and their relatives, though, managed to evolve a way to capitalize on that opportunity, as Novick and other researchers have found. In their larval state, the moths manufacture enzymes and digestive juices that may help them break down keratin; they also appear to host gut microbes that dissolve substances that animal bodies cannot. For some species, that means feeding on horns, hooves, or tortoiseshells. Others, though, including the two clothes-moth species most commonly found in human homes, are far less picky about where their keratin comes from. Which is unfortunate for us, because the average home is full of the protein, Dong-Hwan Choe, an entomologist at UC Riverside, told me.



Woolen clothing makes for an especially convenient meal. But clothes-moth larvae will also happily eat carpets and rugs woven with animal hair--as well as upholstered furniture, wool insulation, the downy stuffing in couches and pillows, and the woolen felt pads sometimes found in pianos. Pushed to its limit, webbing clothes moths may also turn to nylon stockings, cotton blends, soybean meal, or household dust. The moths are considered a scourge in museums, where they'll eat their way through taxidermy and precious artifacts; researchers have uncovered clothes moths subsisting on mummified human remains. Starve the pests of clothes, and "they can still live in your house," Novick told me.



In mine, part of our strategy is defensive: We clean our woolens frequently, not wanting to attract the moths with the parfum of BO, and seal away our most precious clothes in airtight containers. But trying to keep any home keratin-free is a pointless exercise. The substance is in our fingernails, our hair, the outermost layer of our skin. And although our cats, Calvin and Hobbes, are adept moth-hunters, their fur--which accumulates in corners, on furniture, and on brushes--seems to be keeping the pest population in our home alive and well. Novick, who shares her apartment with a cat named Valentine, is in a similar bind. She also points out that, in her particular living situation, even a more drastic measure, like hiring professionals to fumigate her unit, would likely be futile. The moths would probably come creeping back from elsewhere in the building.



Realistically, many clothes-moth invasions end in something "more like management than eradication," Choe told me, requiring frequent bouts of vacuuming, trap-laying, scrubbing, and laundering or dry cleaning (or freezing, or even baking) clothes to keep the pests at bay. It's a huge time investment, and potentially a steep financial one, too. (Chemical interventions, such as mothballs and pesticides, can help, but may not be great options for people with pets, small kids, or certain medical conditions; cedar chests, unfortunately, seem to be dubious solutions at best.) Choe told me that, although he's frequently consulted by people with infestations, he can't say for sure whether any of those individuals have successfully trounced the pests.



And few solutions can solve for all of the moths' evolutionary tricks. Clothes moths have a high tolerance for inbreeding, according to Novick. They can safely swallow mercury and lead and are quite cold resistant. Their eggs can withstand freezing for several days; when temperatures are cool, larvae can persist in their immature state for more than two years. Heat, meanwhile, bumps up their reproductive potential--and Novick worries that, as climate change raises average temperatures, clothes-moth infestations, like many other indoor pest problems, could rise in frequency.



Novick has tried to make the best of her own clothes-moth infestation: She started her lab colony from individuals she captured in her own home. It's a kind of admission that coexistence is the only path forward, in the same way that people accept fruit flies as an inevitability of compost piles, and cockroaches as a tax of urban living. Perhaps these moths should be added to the pantheon of pests to which we've been forced to concede a degree of defeat--or, at the very least, grudging respect, for how scrappy their brittle, brilliantly well adapted bodies are.
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No One Really Understands Clouds

They're one of the greatest climate mysteries left.

by Zoe Schlanger




In the tropics, along the band of sky near the equator, clouds and wind run the show. These are juicy clouds that aggregate and disaggregate in agglomerations and that can live a long time, as far as clouds go. In the summer, when the ocean is especially hot, they can pile up high, breeding hurricanes; at all times of year, the behavior of tropical cloud systems drives global atmospheric circulation, helping determine the weather all over the world. And still, clouds remain one of the least understood--or least reliably predictable--factors in our climate models. "They are among the biggest uncertainties in predicting future climate change," Da Yang, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Chicago, told me.

Yang is a cloud expert--a cloud guy, really, drawn to their mysteries. He recently moved from California to Chicago, where he gets to see a lot more clouds on a daily basis. "I find clouds are beautiful to watch," he said. "If I take an airplane, and I can see clouds down below or far away, I'm always fascinated by how rich the cloud organizations are. How they interact with each other ..." He trailed off. Clouds are complex and ephemeral, which makes them difficult to fully understand. Yang listed for me key aspects of clouds for which we still lack comprehensive understanding: how they form, what determines their spatial scale, how long they can last. "Those sound like simple questions," he said, "but they are actually at the forefront of the field."

The cloud problem has persistently plagued climate models. Although these models do many jobs extraordinarily well--understanding the energy balance of the planet, describing a trajectory of warming from human-made greenhouse-gas pollution--they can't seem to get clouds right. Models will sometimes produce cloud-related projections that are simply incorrect, and some models "run hot," meaning they predict catastrophic warming, possibly because of cloud dynamics.

One major stumbling block is the resolution of climate models, or how finely or coarsely they represent the Earth; to represent individual clouds, which can be the size of a minivan or the state of Minnesota, would require models at a resolution finer than the current finest model. Climate modelers have recently begun to produce fine-scale models at the regional level, where they can zoom in on the individual details of clouds. But, Yang told me, stitching such snapshots together into a picture of the whole globe would exceed the capacity of the largest existing supercomputer.

Even if computers did have the capacity to do these analyses, scientists would need more tools to understand the results. For that, Yang said, we need more cloud theory. "Without theoretical understanding, we would not be able to interpret the model results," he told me. "Without these first-principal-based understandings, we don't really know whether the model is accurate."

Tiffany Shaw, a climate physicist at the University of Chicago, told me that some models are producing inaccurate visions of entire regions, possibly because of the cloud problem. For example, models predict more warming in the east Pacific than the west; the opposite is true in reality. Another example is the narrow belt of rainfall that rings the planet in the deep tropics and produces some of Earth's strongest thunderstorms--and, as such, many clouds. Our planet generally has one such belt, but atmospheric-ocean climate models have been insisting for decades that it has two. This may, in part, be an issue of undercooked cloud modeling.

To Shaw, these irregularities are not a sign of something amiss; rather, they show the maturation of climate science. The field has gotten many of the big things right, and now it is learning to incorporate the smaller, more granular things into its vision of the world: things like clouds. Because of their complexity, Shaw is also excited about the possibility of using machine learning to understand them. "They're data-hungry algorithms, and we have a lot of data," she said.

Read: Playing God with the atmosphere

One big question haunts all cloud research: Scientists know that there's a lot of uncertainty about how to predict future cloud dynamics, and that those dynamics will likely have some bearing on how climate change progresses. But how significant of a bearing? For now, initial indications point to reassuring conclusions rather than catastrophic ones. "What we're learning is that not everything matters for climate change. Which is good!" Shaw told me. For example, losing shallow cumulus clouds as the ocean warms--which some computer models have suggested could happen--would have a destabilizing effect on the tropics, potentially provoking runaway warming. But, Shaw said, a recent observational study found that the clouds aren't as sensitive to warming as the computer models thought; the feedback between heat and clouds does amplify global warming, but not to the extreme degree suggested.

Read: America's climate boomtowns are waiting

One of the keys to reconciling modeling and reality is simply more observations. Chris Fairall, a research physicist at the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Association, has been studying clouds since the 1970s, when he worked on fog forecasting for the U.S. Navy, in highly foggy Monterey, California. "Fog is a cloud that sits on the ground. The Navy is very interested in fog, because they don't want their ships running into things," he told me. Fairall has seen the field of cloud science improve dramatically, in part thanks to efforts, including his own, to measure them. In 2020, he was the lead scientist on NOAA's ATOMIC project, which flew one of the agency's "Hurricane Hunter" planes and sent a ship to survey cumulus-cloud formations off the east coast of Barbados, as part of a larger joint cloud project with European researchers. Over the next few years, the data from those missions will help improve cloud models. Although Fairall likes studying relatively shallow cumulus clouds, he told me that the biggest cloud questions are about deep convective clouds, the ones that go all the way up into the troposphere, where they begin to develop complex ice, snow, hail, and supercooled water interactions. Cumulus clouds are complex enough; those deep clouds "have 100 times the complexity," he said.

In his view, the U.S. is devoting a tremendous amount of effort to cloud research; it's only up from here, in terms of cloud knowledge. NASA, NOAA, the Department of Energy, the Navy, and the Army all have researchers working on cloud problems, he said. Clouds envelop two-thirds of the Earth in their moist embrace, and in every moment help determine our collective physical reality. Surely the quest to understand them is among the most salient scientific endeavors of our time.
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Washington State Has Been Sitting on a Secret Weapon Against Climate Change

Huge swaths of wetlands have been ignored by scientists for years.

by Natalia Mesa




This article was originally published by High Country News.

On a warm day in August, Anthony Stewart hiked through a forest on Washington's Olympic Peninsula, making his way through a tangle of ferns and grasses. Wispy, lichen-coated branches hung overhead, providing shade as he set down his backpack and shovel, and he and his team prepared to dig.

This was one of Stewart's favorite study sites, he says. It's relatively dry on the surface, but just underneath it, a layer of reddish soil, full of organic matter, gives way to gray-blue, claylike soil. These layers, formed over time as water flooded the area, are signs of a wetland. But like many forested wetlands in the Pacific Northwest, this area doesn't appear on any state maps.

In a study published in Nature Communications this past January, Stewart, a Ph.D. student at the University of Washington's School of Environmental and Forest Sciences, and his team reported the surprising abundance of unmapped, carbon-rich wetlands in the Pacific Northwest's forests. The scientists studied the Hoh River watershed, which snakes westward across the Olympic Peninsula, documenting potential wetlands that, because of the thick forest canopy, were invisible to satellite imaging. Including them in estimates of the watershed's carbon-storage capacity increased them by fivefold.

Conserving forested wetlands not only protects valuable habitat; it could help stabilize the climate. But first, the wetlands must be put on the map--and that is no easy task.

Wetland ecosystems are stunningly effective at soaking up carbon from the atmosphere. Despite covering only less than 10 percent of the world's land surface, they contain roughly 20 to 30 percent of the carbon stored in the soil. And because the plant matter in the waterlogged soil decays slowly, their carbon tends to stay put.

Read: Nowhere is ready for this heat

Wetlands provide other benefits too: Some 40 percent of all animal and plant species rely on wetlands. The gnarled roots of wetland trees and plants purify water, and the wetland soils absorb it, providing flood protection to nearby areas.

Since the 1920s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture has surveyed the types and quality of soil throughout the nation. But until recently, these soil maps focused primarily on agricultural land, leaving out most forests and thus huge gaps in knowledge about the Pacific Northwest and Alaska. On top of that, "wetlands were not at all a focus in forested landscapes," says David D'Amore, a soil scientist with the USDA Forest Service and a co-author of the study.

To identify these hidden forested wetlands and estimate their carbon content, the researchers used the Wetland Intrinsic Potential (WIP) tool, a wetland-mapping tool that uses LiDAR, or Light Detection and Ranging, an aerial remote-sensing technique that can resolve details underneath the tree canopy. The researchers then randomly selected 36 sampling sites across the entire Hoh River watershed, many of which were far from any sort of trail. Armed with shovels, hoses, and pumps, the researchers drove along bumpy backcountry roads and bushwhacked their way through thick woods. Once they arrived at their sampling locations, they used shovels to dig three-foot-deep holes in the ground. "It's really intensive to get a carbon measurement," Stewart says. "It's not an easy path."

The team scooped the soil into gallon-size plastic bags and carried it back to the University of Washington. In the laboratory, Stewart ground the samples to a fine powder and heated them to 1,000 degrees Celsius (about 1,800 degrees Fahrenheit). At that temperature, the carbon-containing substances in the soil were completely decomposed and transformed into carbon dioxide, allowing the scientists to measure its carbon content. Finally, the researchers combined the soil-carbon data with remote-sensing topography information to create a model of the amount of soil carbon that is stored across the watershed. "We just rediscovered these really carbon-rich forested wetland areas that weren't being mapped by the currently available land data sets," Stewart says.

In the 2016 National Wetland Condition Assessment, a federal survey of the nation's wetlands, Amanda Nahlik, an ecologist and biogeochemist in the Office of Research and Development at the Environmental Protection Agency, concluded that wetlands in the West held about 6 percent of the total carbon stored by wetlands in the Lower 48. "We recognized we were probably underestimating the amount of carbon stored in the West," she says. Stewart's study confirmed this hunch. "There is this landscape that's uncharacterized that we need to start to target," Stewart says.

In general, wetlands aren't faring well. Half of the wetlands in the Lower 48 have disappeared since the 1780s, and, over the past decade, the rate of wetland loss has doubled, according to the Fish and Wildlife Service's most recent National Wetlands Inventory. Roughly half of the wetlands in the Mountain West are in poor condition. Though there are thought to be fewer wetlands in the arid West than on the East Coast, "that does not mean that those wetlands are less important," says Megan Lang, the inventory's chief scientist. "In fact, it might mean that those wetlands are more important, because there are fewer of them."

Read: The oceans we knew are already gone

The two main drivers of wetland loss in the West, Lang says, are drought and cattle grazing. Climate change, which is expected to increase aridity in the West, could dry up huge portions of the region's remaining wetlands by 2050. And when wetlands are destroyed, their carbon is often released into the atmosphere, further worsening global warming.

Last year's U.S. Supreme Court decision in Sackett v. Environmental Protection Agency changed the federal definition of a wetland under the Clean Water Act, disqualifying thousands of miles of ephemeral streams and millions of acres of wetlands--including those along the Hoh River--from protection under that law. Some federal and state initiatives are attempting to compensate: Late last month, President Joe Biden announced a goal to protect 8 million acres of wetlands over the next six years. And earlier this month, Colorado became the first state to pass legislation protecting the wetlands excluded by last year's Supreme Court decision.

Lang emphasizes that it's crucial to map, measure, and conserve the wetlands we still have: "If we're going to maintain resilience to climate change, if we are going to have clean water for the future, if we're going to keep feeding our families, if we are going to be safe from flooding, we are going to need to do better in terms of wetland conservation."
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Don't Read This If You Love Oysters

Science created summer oysters. Climate change might doom them.

by Devon Fredericksen




This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.

There's an old adage about oysters: During months whose names don't contain the letter r--May, June, July, and August--it's best to stay away.

An oyster eaten outside these months should have a satisfying snap, like al dente pasta, says Shina Wysocki, the farm director at Chelsea Farms, in Washington State. That slightly firm texture is a sign that you're eating a sexually immature oyster. But summer oysters--that is, oysters in their mating season--naturally get flabby, and their gonads swell with gametes. "It's sperm and eggs," says Gary Fleener, the senior scientist at Hog Island Oyster Co., in Marshall, California. "It coats your mouth like heavy cream does." It is, shall we say, an eating experience that not everyone finds appetizing.

For decades, however, oyster consumers have been able to ignore the conventional wisdom about oysters and r months. Regulations, refrigeration, and the rise of industrial-scale oyster farming now make it possible to eat oysters year-round. Even more crucially, in the late 1970s, scientists selectively bred a new kind of oyster, known as the triploid oyster, that's sterile, faster growing, and less "spawny" than its naturally occurring counterparts. The emergence of triploids has untethered oyster consumption from the natural oyster life cycle, and consumer demand now peaks in the summer, when people want cold beer, chilled wine, and sea treats served on ice.

Read: The invention of the modern oyster

"Similar to how we use selective breeding in watermelon to produce seedless watermelon, you can do the same thing with oysters," says Matthew George, the coastal-shellfish manager for the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. In 2016, 50 percent of all Pacific oysters farmed on the West Coast of the United States were triploids. But recently, growers have noticed disproportionately higher triploid mortality rates.

A recent study showing that triploid oysters may be more sensitive to extreme heat than their diploid progenitors has scientists and oyster farmers worrying about the future of these scrumptious shellfish--and questioning whether today's hotter climate means that our enjoyment of oysters should return to a more seasonally driven schedule.

Originally, George says, scientists figured that sterile triploid oysters would be more resilient than their cousins with just two sets of chromosomes. Rather than exerting energy to produce gonads, he says, the oysters could spend their resources on survival. But over time, oyster farmers have noticed that triploid oysters don't fare as well during heat waves--or in general. "Anyone at my farm would tell you that triploids seem to be a bit fussy," Fleener says.

In the lab, George and his team confirmed triploid oysters' sensitivity. When exposed to heat stress, triploid Pacific oysters die at a rate 2.5 times that of the diploids.

Plus, juvenile triploid oysters (known in the industry as "seed") are more expensive than diploid seed--and many farmers are becoming less willing to gamble on such poor odds for survival.

Wysocki, of Chelsea Farms, used to buy triploid seed but isn't currently growing any. "I spent a lot of money on triploid seed to have them die," she says. Similarly, about eight years ago, Washington-based Taylor Shellfish Farms was planting 70 percent triploids and 30 percent diploids. That ratio has now flipped. And in 2022, Washington's Hama Hama Oyster Company was planting 24 percent triploids. That number is now down to 18 percent, says Adam James, the general manager of shellfish operations at the company: "We've kind of moved away from purchasing lots of triploids, because we were seeing greater mortalities."

With global temperatures on the rise, triploids are likely to suffer. What does this mean for an industry in which consumer demand is at its peak when regular diploid oysters are too sexually ripe for many people's palate? Will consumers have to readapt to oysters' natural seasonal variability? Or should farmers and scientists double down on developing more resilient triploid oysters?

Five years ago, Taylor Shellfish Farms started working on the latter. The company began selectively breeding oysters in the hope of eventually developing triploid oysters that survive better in the ocean.

Neil Thompson, an oyster geneticist at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, is also working to selectively breed more disease-resistant diploid Pacific oysters with the aim of then breeding triploid oysters that are less sensitive to environmental stressors. The trick is to identify specific heritable traits that correlate with survival and then select for those in order to strengthen the oyster's climate adaptability.

Read: Oyster insomnia is real

In the meantime, West Coast oyster farmers can continue to meet summer demand by finding ways to diversify the origins of their oysters, such as by sourcing the shellfish from colder locations when temperatures rise. Of course, shipping oysters from afar emits planet-warming carbon dioxide, so oyster growers are also exploring other techniques, including suspending their developing oysters in deeper, cooler water to delay spawning.

Then there's the marketing angle. "Maybe we need to find the language to talk about a creamy oyster without using the word spawny or gonad," James says.

As far as consumer behavior goes, farmers and restaurant owners don't want to deter anyone from enjoying oysters in the summer. Rather, they encourage people to also seek the shellfish during the seasonal peak--when the weather is cold, the oysters have a snap, and the complex flavors imbued by the local bays and inlets are worthy of a chef's kiss.
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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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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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Against Sunscreen Absolutism

Moderate sun exposure can be good for you. Why won't American experts acknowledge that?

by Rowan Jacobsen




Updated at 10:40 a.m. ET on May 29, 2024

Australia is a country of abundant sunshine, but the skin of most Australians is better adapted to gloomy England than the beaches of Brisbane. The country's predominantly white population has by far the world's highest rate of skin cancer, and for years the public-health establishment has warned residents about the dangers of ultraviolet light. A 1980s ad campaign advised Australians to "Slip, Slop, Slap"--if you had to go out in the sun, slip on a shirt, slop on some sunscreen, and slap on a hat. The only safe amount of sun was none at all.

Then, in 2023, a consortium of Australian public-health groups did something surprising: It issued new advice that takes careful account, for the first time, of the sun's positive contributions. The advice itself may not seem revolutionary--experts now say that people at the lowest risk of skin cancer should spend ample time outdoors--but the idea at its core marked a radical departure from decades of public-health messaging. "Completely avoiding sun exposure is not optimal for health," read the groups' position statement, which extensively cites a growing body of research. Yes, UV rays cause skin cancer, but for some, too much shade can be just as harmful as too much sun.

It's long been known that sun exposure triggers vitamin D production in the skin, and that low levels of vitamin D are associated with increased rates of stroke, heart attack, diabetes, cancer, Alzheimer's, depression, osteoporosis, and many other diseases. It was natural to assume that vitamin D was responsible for these outcomes. "Imagine a treatment that could build bones, strengthen the immune system and lower the risks of illnesses like diabetes, heart and kidney disease, high blood pressure and cancer," The New York Times wrote in 2010. "Some research suggests that such a wonder treatment already exists. It's vitamin D." By 2020, more than one in six adults were on that wonder treatment in the form of daily supplements, which promise to deliver the sun's benefits without its dangers.

But sunlight in a pill has turned out to be a spectacular failure. In a large clinical trial that began in 2011, some 26,000 older adults were randomly assigned to receive either daily vitamin D pills or placebos, and were then followed for an average of five years. The study's main findings were published in The New England Journal of Medicine in 2018, and additional results were released in the same publication two years ago. An accompanying editorial, with the headline "A Decisive Verdict on Vitamin D Supplementation," noted that no benefits whatsoever had been found for any of the health conditions that the study tracked. "Vitamin D supplementation did not prevent cancer or cardiovascular disease, prevent falls, improve cognitive function, reduce atrial fibrillation, change body composition, reduce migraine frequency, improve stroke outcomes, decrease age-related macular degeneration, or reduce knee pain," the journal said. "People should stop taking vitamin D supplements to prevent major diseases or extend life."

Read: You're not allowed to have the best sunscreens in the world

Australia's new guidance is in part a recognition of this reality. It's also the result of our improved understanding of the disparate mechanisms through which sunlight affects health. Some of them are intuitive: Bright morning light, filtered through the eyes, helps regulate our circadian rhythms, improving energy, mood, and sleep. But the systemic effects of UV light operate through entirely different pathways that have been less well understood by the public, and even many health professionals. In recent years, that science has received more attention, strengthening conviction in sunlight's possibly irreplaceable benefits. In 2019, an international collection of researchers issued a call to arms with the headline "Insufficient Sun Exposure Has Become a Real Public Health Problem."

Sunlight in a pill has turned out to be a spectacular failure: Vitamin D supplements have shown no benefits.

Health authorities in some countries have begun to follow Australia's lead, or at least to explore doing so. In the United Kingdom, for example, the National Health Service is reviewing the evidence on sun exposure, with a report due this summer. Dermatology conferences in Europe have begun to schedule sessions on the benefits of sun exposure after not engaging with the topic for years.

In the United States, however, there is no sign of any such reconsideration. Both the CDC and the American Academy of Dermatology still counsel strict avoidance, recommending that everyone but infants wear sunscreen every day, regardless of the weather. When I asked the AAD about Australia's new guidelines, a spokesperson offered only that, "because ultraviolet rays from the sun can cause skin cancer, the Academy does not recommend getting vitamin D from sun exposure."

Such a stance surely reflects understandable concerns about mixed messaging. But it also seems more and more outdated, and suggests a broader problem within American public-health institutions.

More than a century ago, scientists began to notice a mysterious pattern across the globe, which they came to call the "latitude effect." Once you adjust for confounding variables--such as income, exercise, and smoking rates--people living at high latitudes suffer from higher rates of many diseases than people living at low or middle latitudes. The pattern plays out in many conditions, but it's most pronounced in autoimmune disorders, especially multiple sclerosis. Throughout Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and the U.S., populations at higher latitudes are much more likely to develop MS than those closer to the equator. Over the years, scientists have offered many theories to explain this phenomenon: differences in diet, something in the water. But MS research pointed to a perhaps more obvious answer: sunlight. The higher the latitude, the lower the angle of the sun and the more its rays are filtered by the atmosphere. A number of studies have found links between sun exposure and the disease. Kids who spend less than 30 minutes a day outside on weekends and holidays are much more likely to develop MS than kids who are outside for more than one hour on these same days. Relapse rates for the disease are higher in early spring, after months of sun scarcity. People who were born in the spring (whose mothers received little sun exposure during their third trimester of pregnancy) are more likely to develop MS than people born in the fall.

Here, too, scientists first assumed that vitamin D was the key. But vitamin D supplementation proved useless for MS. Could something else about sun exposure protect against the condition?

A hint came from another disease, psoriasis, a disorder in which the immune system mistakes the patient's own skin cells for pathogens and attacks them, producing inflammation and red, scaly skin. Since ancient times, it had been observed that sunlight seems to alleviate the condition, and doctors have long recommended "phototherapy" as a treatment. But only in the late 20th century, with the recognition that psoriasis was an autoimmune disease, did they start to understand why it worked.

It turns out that UV light essentially induces the immune system to stop attacking the skin, reducing inflammation. This is unfortunate when it comes to skin cancer--UV rays not only damage DNA, spurring the formation of cancerous cells; they also retard the immune system's attack on those cells. But in the case of psoriasis, the tamping-down of a hyperactive response is exactly what's needed. Moreover, to the initial surprise of researchers, this effect isn't limited to the site of exposure. From the skin, the immune system's regulatory cells migrate throughout the body, soothing inflammation elsewhere as well.

Read: AI-driven dermatology could leave dark-skinned patients behind

This effect is now believed to be the reason sun exposure helps prevent or ameliorate many autoimmune diseases, including MS, type 1 diabetes, and rheumatoid arthritis. It also explains why other conditions that involve a hyperinflammatory response, such as asthma and allergies, seem to be alleviated by sun exposure. It may even explain why some other diseases now believed to be connected to chronic inflammation, including cardiovascular disease and Alzheimer's, are often less prevalent in regions with more sun exposure.

The consortium of Australian public-health groups had those potential benefits in mind when it drafted its new guidelines. "There's no doubt at all that UV hitting the skin has immune effects," Rachel Neale, a cancer researcher and the lead author of the guidelines, told me. "There's absolutely no doubt." But as to what to do with that knowledge, Neale isn't certain. "This is likely to be both harmful and beneficial. We need to know more about that balance."

What does one do with that uncertainty? The original "Slip, Slop, Slap" campaign was easy to implement because of its simplicity: Stay out of the sun; that's all you need to know. It was, in a sense, the equivalent of the "Just Say No" campaign against drugs, launched in the U.S. around the same time. But the simplicity also sometimes runs afoul of common sense. Dermatologists who tell their patients to wear sunscreen even indoors on cloudy winter days seem out of touch.

Australia's new advice is, by comparison, more scientific, yet also more complicated. It divides its recommendations into three groups, according to people's skin color and susceptibility to skin cancer. Those with pale skin, or olive skin plus other risk factors, are advised to practice extreme caution: Keep slip-slop-slapping. Those with "olive or pale-brown skin" can take a balanced approach to sun exposure, using sunscreen whenever the UV index is at least a 3 (which is most days of the year in Australia). Those with dark skin need sunscreen only for extended outings in the bright sun.

Read: The problem sunscreen poses for dark skin

In designing the new guidelines, Neale and her colleagues tried to be faithful to the science while also realizing that whatever line is set on sun exposure, many people will cross it, intentionally or not. Even though skin cancer is rarely fatal when promptly diagnosed, it weighs heavily on the nation's health-care system and on people's well-being. "We spend $2 billion a year treating skin cancer in Australia," Neale said. "It's bonkers how much we spend, apart from the fact that people end up with bits of themselves chopped out. So at a whole-population level, the messaging will continue to be very much about sun protection."

That said, we now know that many individuals at low risk of skin cancer could benefit from more sun exposure--and that doctors are not yet prepared to prescribe it. A survey Neale conducted in 2020 showed that the majority of patients in Australia with vitamin D deficiencies were prescribed supplements by their doctors, despite the lack of efficacy, while only a minority were prescribed sun exposure. "We definitely need to be doing some education for doctors," she told me. In support of the new position statement, Neale's team has been working on a website where doctors can enter information about their patients' location, skin color, and risk factors and receive a document with targeted advice. In most cases, people can meet their needs with just a few minutes of exposure a day.

This is not the 1950s. When public authorities spin or simplify science in an attempt to elicit a desired behavior, they are going to get called on it.

That sort of customized approach is sorely needed in the United States, Adewole Adamson, a dermatologist who directs the Melanoma and Pigmented Lesion Clinic at the University of Texas, told me. "A one-size-fits-all approach isn't productive when it comes to sun-exposure recommendations," he said. "It can cause harm to some populations." For years, Adamson has called for more rational guidelines for people of color, who have the lowest risk of skin cancer and also higher rates of many of the diseases that sunlight seems to ameliorate. Adamson finds it disheartening that mostly white Australia now has "a better official position" than organizations in the U.S., "where nonwhite Americans will outnumber white Americans in the next 20 years."

To some degree, one can sympathize with the desire to keep things simple. People have limited bandwidth, and some may misunderstand or tune out overly complicated health messages. Others will inevitably turn a little information into a dangerous thing. A fringe segment of the alt-health crowd is already suggesting that skin-cancer dangers have been exaggerated as a way to get us all to buy more sunblock. But knowing that some people will draw strange conclusions from the facts is not a good-enough reason to withhold those facts, as we saw during the pandemic, when experts looking to provide simple guidance sometimes implied that the science was more settled than it was. This is not the 1950s. When public authorities spin or simplify science in an attempt to elicit a desired behavior, they are going to get called on it. Conspiracy-minded conclusions, among other bad ones, are likely to gain more credence, not less. And the public is going to have less faith in national institutions and the positions they espouse the next time.

Besides, in this case, the news being withheld is incredibly good. It's not every day that science discovers a free and readily accessible intervention that might improve the health of so many people. That's the real story here, and it's most compelling when conveyed honestly: Science feels its way forward, one hesitant step at a time, and backtracks almost as often. Eventually, that awkward but beautiful two-step leads us to better ground.



This article originally stated that The New England Journal of Medicine published the results of a vitamin D-supplementation study in 2022. In fact, it published the study's main findings in 2018 and additional findings in 2022. This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "Against Sunscreen Absolutism."
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<em>The Atlantic</em> announces product and content partnership with OpenAI






Today The Atlantic is announcing a strategic content and product partnership with OpenAI, which positions The Atlantic as a premium news source within OpenAI. The Atlantic's articles will be discoverable within OpenAI's products, including ChatGPT, and as a partner, The Atlantic will help to shape how news is surfaced and presented in future real-time discovery products. Queries that surface The Atlantic will include attribution and a link to read the full article on theatlantic.com.
 
 As part of this agreement, The Atlantic and OpenAI are also collaborating on product and tech: The Atlantic's product team will have privileged access to OpenAI tech, give feedback, and share use-cases to shape and improve future news experiences in ChatGPT and other OpenAI products. The Atlantic is currently developing an experimental microsite, called Atlantic Labs, to figure out how AI can help in the development of new products and features to better serve its journalism and readers--and will pilot OpenAI's and other emerging tech in this work. (The Labs site will not involve the editorial team; it is a sandbox for our product and technology team. Additionally, AI is not being used to create The Atlantic's journalism.)
 
 "We believe that people searching with AI models will be one of the fundamental ways that people navigate the web in the future," said Nicholas Thompson, The Atlantic's CEO. "We're delighted to partner with OpenAI, to make The Atlantic's reporting and stories more discoverable to their millions of users, and to have a voice in shaping how news is surfaced on their platforms."
 
 "Enabling access to The Atlantic's reporting in our products will allow users to more deeply interact with thought-provoking news. We are dedicated to supporting high-quality journalism and the publishing ecosystem," said Brad Lightcap, OpenAI COO.
 
 The Atlantic is maximizing ambition as it continues to pair journalistic excellence with growth across the company--building on the recently announced milestones of surpassing 1 million subscriptions and reaching profitability. It is pursuing partnerships, like that with OpenAI, that recognize the enormous value of The Atlantic's independent journalism and storytelling, and that responsibly pursue new reader growth and discoverability. In April, for the third consecutive year, The Atlantic was awarded the top honor of General Excellence at the 2024 National Magazine Awards, the most prestigious category in the annual honors from the American Society of Magazine Editors, and won three separate reporting awards. The magazine earned its first Pulitzer Prizes in 2021, 2022, and 2023 for stories that exemplify the depth and range of its journalism.

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross, SVP of Communications
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Jury Deliberates, and Trump Posts

Outside the courtroom, the former president is showing voters who he really is.

by Charles Sykes




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


As we wait for the jury's verdict in Donald Trump's hush-money case, let's slow down a bit and ponder what the former president has told us over the past few days.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real "deep state"
 	RFK Jr.'s philosophy of contradictions
 	"La Nina really can't come soon enough."




A Week of Angry Posts

On Memorial Day, while the nation mourned its honored dead, Donald Trump took to Truth Social to denounce "the Human Scum" who are "working so hard to destroy our Once Great Country."

In the post, Trump did not mention the fallen soldiers whom, in the past, he has referred to as "suckers" and "losers." But he did take the occasion to lash out at "the Radical Left, Trump Hating Federal Judge in New York" who had described what he did to E. Jean Carroll as "rape," and the "N.Y. State Wacko Judge [Arthur Engoron] who fined me almost 500 Million Dollars (UNDER APPEAL) for DOING NOTHING WRONG."

In a separate post the night before, Trump went after the "Radical, highly Conflicted Judge Juan Merchan," who is presiding over the hush-money criminal trial in which the jury has begun deliberations. Trump also denounced "the Corrupt, Soros backed D.A., Alvin Bragg," whom he accused of being "controlled by Crooked Joe Biden's White House." As I wrote last month, Trump's broader strategy is to delegitimize the justice system as a whole--and to spread fear within the institutions tasked with holding him accountable.

Trump also took the time in his Memorial Day Truth Social post to resume his attacks on Carroll herself--the woman he has been found liable for sexually abusing, and then defaming, and then defaming again. He already owes her $91 million, but he felt the need, apparently, to once again accuse her of lying about his assault of her.

Amid all of the angry and unhinged rants, Trump's attack on Carroll was particularly notable because it could prove even more expensive for the former president. Caroll's attorney, Roberta Kaplan, has previously suggested that Carroll could file a third defamation suit against Trump for his continued comments about her. "We have said several times since the last jury verdict in January that all options were on the table," Kaplan said in response to Monday's post. "And that remains true today--all options are on the table."

Meanwhile, The Washington Post reports that Trump is promising donors that he would deport pro-Palestinian protesters. As The Atlantic's David Graham notes, protest is "an essential element of American freedom and is not itself against the law." The threat, David writes, "is classic Trump: vindictive, nonsensical, disproportionate, and based on the assumption that deportation is the answer to America's problems." I could list other dangerous and nonsensical recent statements, but I'll end with this one: Trump's Memorial Day rant came just a little over 24 hours after he shared a video of a man furiously raving at MSNBC's Joe Scarborough--and liberals in general. The man declares that Trump will "get rid of all you fucking liberals. You liberals are gone when he fucking wins. You fucking blow-job liberals are done. Uncle Donnie's gonna take this election--landslide."

The New Republic's Greg Sargent noted that this apparent endorsement of the idea that "liberals" will be "done" if Trump wins "should be placed alongside Trump's other recent threats, such as his vow that news organizations will be 'thoroughly scrutinized' if he wins, his promise to persecute his 'vermin'-like political foes, and his threat to prosecute a range of enemies without cause." Taken together, as Sargent points out, these threats paint a clear picture of how Trump intends to treat ideological adversaries once in office.

The gravity and volume of Trump's concerning statements, and the ways that they interconnect, are not always reflected back by major media coverage. A November study by Media Matters for America found that major news outlets gave "dramatically less coverage" to Trump's description of his enemies as "vermin" earlier that month than they devoted to Hillary Clinton's remark about a "basket of deplorables" in 2016. Among other findings, the Media Matters review notes that the Big Three broadcast-TV networks "provided 18 times more coverage" of Clinton's comment than of Trump's.

I offer the above list as a reminder of what the man the Republican Party is set to coronate for the presidency this summer is telling us outside the courtroom. For the moment, Trump's fate is in the hands of a New York jury. But ultimately, his fate will be up to the voters, won't it? Millions of voters seem disengaged from this year's campaign. A New York Times analysis of recent polling found that Trump's current lead rests with voters "who aren't paying close attention to politics, who don't follow traditional news and who don't regularly vote." Young voters seem especially dismayed about the election and cynical about the stakes.

But Trump continues to tell us who he is and what he intends to do. We've been warned, and nobody--including that jury--is coming to save us before November.

Related:

	Trump has a new plan to deal with campus protesters.
 	The Trumpian vertigo of American politics




Today's News

	Jurors in Donald Trump's New York criminal trial began deliberations. They asked to rehear parts of the testimony from Michael Cohen, Trump's former lawyer, and David Pecker, the ex-publisher of the National Enquirer.
 	Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito said in a letter to lawmakers that he would not recuse himself from two upcoming cases about the 2020 presidential election and the U.S. Capitol riot after recent news stories reported that two controversial flags flew at his homes.
 	Israel's national security adviser said that the war in Gaza would last at least until the end of the year.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Clouds are one of the greatest climate mysteries left, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


H. Armstrong Roberts / Getty



The Child-Nutrition Myth That Just Won't Die

By Lauren Silverman

The fact that stealth cooking has remained so popular is amazing when you consider how much work it is. You might spend an extra hour cooking, say, chicken nuggets from scratch with pureed beets tucked inside--versus buying a bag of regular chicken nuggets from the supermarket. But if it helps your toddler get their recommended cup or cup and a half of vegetables each day, it's worth it, right?
 The nutrition experts I spoke with say it's not.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What if Iran already has the bomb?
 	Nuclear energy's bottom line
 	Washington State has been sitting on a secret weapon against climate change.




Culture Break


Netflix



Watch. Glen Powell proves he's so much more than a strapping hunk in Richard Linklater's Hit Man (out now in theaters).

Read. Headshot, Rita Bullwinkel's debut novel, follows eight teenagers who fight one another to win the title of the best under-18 female boxer in America.

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 Chilling Effect of Louisiana's Abortion Law

The state recently reclassified abortion pills as controlled dangerous substances.

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.


Louisiana just became the first state to reclassify abortion pills as controlled dangerous substances. The law may signal a new strategy to curb reproductive-health-care access in post-Roe America.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Amazon returns have gone to hell.
 	Trump has a new plan to deal with campus protests.
 	Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism.




All Eyes on Louisiana

Late last week, the governor of Louisiana signed into law a bill that marks a first in the battle over reproductive rights in America: The state will categorize mifepristone and misoprostol, medication commonly used in abortions, as controlled dangerous substances. Possessing the drugs without a valid prescription will be a criminal offense that could carry up to 10 years in prison. Abortion pills in Louisiana are now in the same category as drugs such as opioids and Xanax--medicines that are thought to be at risk of abuse--even though the medical community and the FDA widely consider mifepristone and misoprostol to be safe.

The original version of the bill, introduced by Republican State Senator Thomas Pressly in March, focused on criminalizing coerced abortion. Pressly has said that he was moved to act when his sister discovered in 2022 that her then-husband had mixed misoprostol in her drinks without her knowledge. After that version of the bill had passed unanimously in the state Senate, Pressly proposed a controversial amendment that would reclassify abortion pills as controlled substances, saying in an interview with KSLA News that he wanted to "make sure they're not put in the hands of bad actors and criminals." The amended version of the bill received pushback but ultimately passed.

In Louisiana, where abortions have been banned in most cases since 2022, the use of mifepristone and misoprostol to induce abortions is already highly restricted--so the new legislation will largely disrupt other medical treatments. Mifepristone and misoprostol have routine medical uses, such as inducing childbirth, stopping postpartum hemorrhages, and treating miscarriages. Under the new law, doctors must have a specific license to prescribe the drugs, and the pills would need to be stored in special facilities that rural clinics may find difficult to access. Experts predict that confusion about the law and fear of prosecution will have a chilling effect on patients and health-care providers.

Medical professionals have raised alarms, with more than 200 doctors in the state reportedly signing a letter warning that Louisiana's legislation would cause confusion and present barriers to effective care. Because physicians haven't been prescribing the pills for abortions in Louisiana, the law will "likely have minuscule impacts on abortion and more significant impacts on miscarriage and obstetric care," Greer Donley, a law professor at the University of Pittsburgh who has written for The Atlantic, explained to me in an email. (She also noted that the legislation won't affect people who currently receive abortion pills in the mail from organizations operating legally under shield laws, and that pregnant patients who obtain the drugs for their own use won't be penalized.)

"Health professionals who need to prescribe the medication for any reason--even the many uses of the drug that are not termination of pregnancy--will now have to jump through many hurdles," Melissa Goodman, the executive director of UCLA Law's Center on Reproductive Health, Law and Policy, told me in an email. "Delays are likely." She noted that the new restrictions may drive health-care providers to leave Louisiana--a state that already has bleak maternal-health outcomes--and that this law could set a precedent for activist groups that may try to make medications such as contraceptives and mental-health treatments illegal for ideological reasons.

Mifepristone and misoprostol have become a flash point in the fight over abortion access. Last year, there were more than 640,000 medication abortions in the United States--more than 60 percent of abortions in the formal health-care system, according to the Guttmacher Institute. That was up from 53 percent in 2020, before the fall of Roe v. Wade. But these drugs have faced legal challenges across the country. Texas effectively banned mifepristone in 2023 when a judge suspended FDA approval of the drug (though an appeals court ruled to preserve access again soon after). Twenty-nine states have either outlawed abortion or have restrictions on abortion medication, according to the Guttmacher Institute, and Arizona bans the mailing of abortion pills. Currently, the Supreme Court is considering a case that would make mifepristone much harder to access, though the justices signaled in March that they would not limit access to the drug. (Some of them voiced concerns about the implications of enacting nationwide restrictions or reversing the FDA's judgments.)

Louisiana may prove to be a bellwether, experts told me, inspiring other states to further restrict access to mifepristone and misoprostol. But Donley noted that the consequences for general health care may make the law unappealing for other states to adopt. Still, the legislation is a striking example of the lengths lawmakers may go in their attempt to curb the use of abortion pills across the country.

Related:

	The other abortion pill
 	Abortion pills will be the next battle in the 2024 election. (From 2023)




Today's News

	The prosecution and the defense presented their closing arguments in Donald Trump's New York criminal trial.
 	Georgia's Parliament overrode a presidential veto of a controversial bill that addresses foreign influence in media, nongovernmental organizations, and other nonprofit groups. Critics have compared the measure to Russian legislation that has been used to crack down on opposition and dissent.
 	Ryan Salame, the former co-CEO of FTX's Bahamian subsidiary, was sentenced to more than seven years in prison. He is the first of Sam Bankman-Fried's executive team to receive prison time.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Exploring what therapy is capable of--and what it can't actually solve--may help patients better understand what they're seeking, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



No One Really Understands Clouds

By Zoe Schlanger

In the tropics, along the band of sky near the equator, clouds and wind run the show. These are juicy clouds that aggregate and disaggregate in agglomerations and that can live a long time, as far as clouds go. In the summer, when the ocean is especially hot, they can pile up high, breeding hurricanes; at all times of year, the behavior of tropical cloud systems drives global atmospheric circulation, helping determine the weather all over the world. And still, clouds remain one of the least understood--or least reliably predictable--factors in our climate models. "They are among the biggest uncertainties in predicting future climate change," Da Yang, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Chicago, told me.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Sweater-eating moths are an unbeatable enemy.
 	Is America ready for "degrowth communism"?
 	Dear Therapist: A son I didn't know existed just found me.
 	Pat McAfee and the threat to sports journalism




Culture Break


Landon Nordeman / Trunk Archive



Read. Judith Jones edited culinary greats such as Julia Child and Edna Lewis--and she's the woman who made America take cookbooks seriously, Lily Meyer writes.

Watch. A little green puppet from an old children's TV show is healing hearts for a new generation of viewers, J. Clara Chan 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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Seven Stories to Read on Memorial Day

Plus: Why a dog's death hits so hard

by Stephanie Bai




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


For Memorial Day, our editors have selected a list of seven notable stories about the greenest way to grill, the decline of babysitters in America, and more.



Your Reading List

25 Books to Get Lost in This Summer

Here are 25 books to pick up as your summer unfurls, whether you're in the mood to transport yourself to another place, indulge in a breezy beach read, learn something completely new, or immerse yourself in a cult classic.


By The Atlantic Culture Desk

The Greenest Way to Grill

The type of fuel you choose isn't as important as how sustainably it's sourced, and what you're grilling matters more.


By Ian Bogost

The One Place in Airports People Actually Want to Be

Inside the competition to lure affluent travelers with luxurious lounges


By Amanda Mull

How to Be Less Busy and More Happy

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


By Arthur C. Brooks

Don't Tell America the Babysitter's Dead

For decades, sitting was both a job and a rite of passage. Now it feels more like a symbol of a bygone American era.


By Faith Hill

How Daniel Radcliffe Outran Harry Potter

He was the world's most famous child star. Then he had to figure out what came next.


By Chris Heath

Why a Dog's Death Hits So Hard

I loved my mom more than my dog. So why did I cry for him but not for her?


By Tommy Tomlinson



P.S.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's poem "Decoration Day," published in The Atlantic in June 1882, pays tribute to what was then a new form of civic observance: a day set aside to commemorate those who had died in the Civil War. This custom eventually gave rise to our modern Memorial Day.



Shan Wang contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/05/7-stories-to-read-on-memorial-day/678509/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Throwback Show That Stays Relevant

Culture and entertainment musts from Malcolm Ferguson

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Malcolm Ferguson, an assistant editor who has written about the case for Kwanzaa, and why he wishes his family would take up the holiday again.

One of Malcolm's favorite art pieces is Pool Parlor, by Jacob Lawrence, an exceptional example of the artist's "dynamic cubism." Lately, he and his friends have been discussing the merits of Challengers, and he recently started his first watch of Sex and the City. The Carrie-and-Big situation remains as confounding as ever, but he's enjoyed learning about "the deep inner lives of white, 30-something women"--a perspective he admits knowing "very little about."

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Inside the decision to kill Iran's Qassem Soleimani
 	Mad Max's George Miller is taking on the apocalypse (again).
 	The big AI risk not enough people are seeing




The Culture Survey: Malcolm Ferguson

A painting that I cherish: Pool Parlor, by Jacob Lawrence. Like most people, I was more familiar with Lawrence's famous Migration Series, a much more raw, somber collection depicting mass African American flight from the South to the North. But Pool Parlor takes the same grim artistic elements--the dark shading, the rigidity, the aggressive and overstated angles of Lawrence's "dynamic cubism"--and converts them into an easy, effortless work. I'll probably hang this painting on my wall someday soon.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: I can't bring myself to say that I'm fully enjoying this show, but Sex and the City currently has a surprisingly firm hold on me. As with The Sopranos, I initially felt that I'd already consumed much of the series passively, via memes and pop-culture references. But from the very beginning, it was obvious why Sex and the City has maintained such relevance, especially among Gen Zers such as myself. It's like if a soap opera was actually cool and well produced. I'm currently at the start of Season 5, and I've noticed that the ensemble cast develops well; I appreciate that the focus slowly shifts away from Carrie as the seasons progress. (Speaking of, Big and Carrie are about as insufferable together as a main pairing could be. Why are they still friends?)

Samantha's and Charlotte's converse storylines--Samantha giving in to love, Charlotte (temporarily) reclaiming her singlehood--are much more compelling to me right now. And the wardrobe is unreal: great fits all around. But more than anything, the show is an interesting study of the pre-smartphone romantic landscape, the pre-smartphone version of New York City, and the deep inner lives of white, 30-something women--a perspective I know very little about. [Related: And Just Like That addresses its Che Diaz problem.]

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Although Reddit still has its fair share of dark and scary corners, I find that the sports Subreddits are a quick, accurate, and entertaining way to check the temperature of the most painfully obsessive and devout fans. The NBA Playoffs are happening right now, and a team's Subreddit will have a live "game thread" for each game, where fans can gather and comment in real time. When a team I'm rooting against starts to collapse, I go straight to the Subreddit game thread to hate-watch fans' lamentations from afar. It's truly fun to witness internet communities of spoiled Lakers, Suns, and Heat fans go through the five stages of grief, especially when my team is too horrendous to even stress over. (Go Wizards.) I'll be doing the same for the NFL when the Ravens start playing.

The culture product my friends are talking about most right now: My friends shifted seamlessly from the Drake-and-Kendrick-beef discussion (Kendrick won) to the Challengers discussion. Everyone wants two boyfriends now ... I thought that movie was about tennis! [Related: A sexy tennis thriller--yes, really]

The last debate I had about culture: I wouldn't call it a debate, but my roommate and I have been discussing how collective memory functions among historically persecuted groups, and it came up again at her Seder meal. She's Jewish, and I'm African American, so there are plenty of catastrophic events and experiences between us to be memorialized and remembered each year. But what is the line between remembrance and self-victimization or self-othering? Does centering a history of pain and loss obscure the achievements? And what will we tell the generations that come after us, who are even further distanced from that suffering?

I might be thinking about this forever. But right now, to me, the pain will always be important to remember and teach. We wouldn't be here--I wouldn't be here--without the scars of others. They inform us and our gains whether we like it or not. And although those scars fade, they never really disappear; they can often be reopened. To decenter them just doesn't feel right.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: I visited the National Museum of Anthropology, in Mexico City, last month. It was startlingly beautiful inside and out, and there was a real emphasis on the traces of precolonial Mesoamerica in modern Mexico via art, food, and fashion. I was also struck by the concept of the Tlaltecuhtli, or "Earth Monster." Some early Mesoamericans believed that the Earth was neither round nor flat, but a gargantuan turtle or alligator whose back they were riding on. I think that's a very interesting way to perceive Earth, as this sentient, moving creature that we're just clinging on to. (Honorable mention goes to the Simone Leigh sculpture exhibit, which I saw when it was at the Hirshhorn Museum, in Washington, D.C.)

My favorite blockbuster and favorite art movie: Spider-Man: Across the Spider-Verse is a blockbuster that feels like everything a kid's superhero movie is supposed to be: well paced and wonderfully animated, with some real meat to it plot-wise. The dynamic of choosing versus creating your own fate plays out over a diverse gaggle of Spider-people from many dimensions, and the cliff-hanger ending actually surprised me. [Related: A spidey sense we haven't seen before]

A thought-provoking art film is Nashville, directed by Robert Altman, the guy who also did M*A*S*H. This movie is hard to describe. It's dense, sharp, grim yet funny, and incredibly American. It features about an hour's worth of live folk, gospel, and country music, and 24 "main" characters, some of whom are gathered for the political fundraising of the presidential candidate for the Replacement Party. His character is unseen but heard, as his political messaging--and the film's thesis--blares loudly throughout the city: All of us are deeply involved with politics whether we know it or not and whether we like it or not.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: Roy Ayers, perhaps the most important figure in modern Black music. His work is a convergence of all my favorite genres. From his early, groovy stuff such as Stoned Soul Picnic and Vibrations to his ubiquity in early hip-hop sampling and his generation-linking feature on Tyler, the Creator's 2015 track "Find Your Wings," Ayers has made his mark on seemingly every stage and sound of Black music since the 1960s. I'm not sure where my taste would be without him.



The Week Ahead

	Eric, a psychological-thriller miniseries starring Benedict Cumberbatch as a devastated father and puppeteer who searches for his missing 9-year-old son (premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	Young Woman and the Sea, a film based on the true story of the first woman to swim across the English Channel (in theaters Friday)
 	Housemates, a novel by Emma Copley Eisenberg about two artistic housemates who go on a road trip of self-discovery (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic; Sources: Fred Mullane / ISI Photos / Getty; Tullio Puglia / Getty; Matteo Ciambelli / Getty; Dan Istitene / Getty.



The Unbearable Greatness of Djokovic

By Scott Stossel

What is perhaps most intimidating about Djokovic is the steeliness of his nerve. The ice water in his veins gets chillier as the stakes get higher: The more important the point, the more likely he is to win it. The ATP keeps track of what it calls "pressure stats," which measure performance on the highest-value, highest-stakes points (break points, tiebreakers, etc). Djokovic, unsurprisingly, has the highest ranking on the pressure-stats list among current players. But he also ranks highest all time by that metric, ahead of Pete Sampras, Nadal, and Federer. Before he lost a tiebreaker to Carlos Alcaraz in the Wimbledon championship last summer, Djokovic had won a staggering 15 straight tiebreakers in major tournaments. When everything is on the line, he rarely falters.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	What's really epic about Furiosa
 	Tennis explains everything.
 	The Brooklyn sequel asks the most American of questions about immigration.
 	Hollywood's most pessimistic blockbuster franchise
 	The new sound of sexual frustration
 	A powerful indictment of the art world




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Trump's money problems are becoming a crisis for the entire country.
 	The British prime minister bowed to the inevitable.
 	New 9/11 evidence points to deep Saudi complicity.




Photo Album


A bear-safety demonstration at Yellowstone National Park (Jennifer Emerling)



The photographer Jennifer Emerling had been to 22 national parks by the time she was 12 years old. Since then, she hasn't stopped returning to photograph them. Here are some images from her many pilgrimages to the natural scenes of American beauty.



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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/05/a-throwback-show-that-stays-relevant/678507/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Therapy Is For

Exploring what the practice is capable of--and what it can't actually solve--may help patients better understand what they're seeking.

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.


Is going to therapy akin to seeing a physical therapist, a temporary process used to work through an issue? Or is it more like going to the gym, a matter of consistent upkeep? My colleague Hanna Rosin posed that question to the psychiatrist Richard A. Friedman earlier this year, in response to his provocative argument that plenty of people could stand to quit therapy right now.

Now that therapy is destigmatized in the United States--as Hanna noted, many Americans now use the language of therapy in daily life (think: triggered, codependent, etc.)--patients and doctors alike are thinking more deeply about what the practice is really for. There's no single answer. But exploring what therapy is capable of, and what it can't actually solve, may help people better understand what they're seeking when they walk into a therapist's office.



On Therapy

Plenty of People Could Quit Therapy Right Now

By Richard A. Friedman

Except in rare cases, treatment shouldn't last forever.

Read the article.

How America Became Addicted to Therapy

By Hanna Rosin

And lost its tolerance for everyday stress.

Listen to the podcast.

What It's Like to Visit an Existential Therapist

By Faith Hill

It's not meant to be comforting, but somehow it is.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	 The quick therapy that actually works: Just a few hours of therapy-like interventions can reduce some people's anxiety, Olga Khazan reported in 2019.
 
 	 What's the smallest amount of therapy that's still effective?: Many people make meaningful emotional progress in just a handful of sessions.
 




Other Diversions

	 The sad desk salad is getting sadder.
 
 	 Scenes from our national parks
 
 	 What monastic mystics got right about life
 




P.S.


Courtesy of Liz, 46, in Timonium, Maryland



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Liz, 46, in Timonium, Maryland, shared "beautiful patterns in emerging spring leaves" earlier this month.

I'll continue to share your responses in the coming weeks. If you'd like to share, reply to this email with a photo and a short description so we can share your wonder with fellow readers in a future edition of this newsletter or on our website. Please include your name (initials are okay), age, and location. By doing so, you agree that The Atlantic has permission to publish your photo and publicly attribute the response to you, including your first name and last initial, age, and/or location that you share with your submission.

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/05/how-america-became-addicted-to-therapy/678475/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Uncertain Future of the Yellow School Bus

Amid driver shortages and a dwindling ridership, the role of the bus is changing.

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 yellow school bus has remained remarkably consistent over the past century. But as a smaller share of kids ride the bus, its role is shifting.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Inside the decision to kill Iran's Qassem Soleimani
 	Trump's assassination fantasy has a darker purpose.
 	Mad Max's George Miller is taking on the apocalypse (again).




A Mixed Legacy

Across county and state lines, school buses are remarkably consistent. The yolky exterior color, called National School Bus Glossy Yellow, has remained the go-to shade since 1939. Buses are outfitted with a pop-out stop sign and vinyl seats, which, in my memory, tend to be ripped up and held together with strips of duct tape. Riding the yellow school bus is a tradition shared by generations of American students--but that experience is less common now than in previous decades.

In 2022, only about a third of students rode the bus to school, down from roughly 37 percent five years before, according to a Washington Post analysis of the National Household Travel Survey. More students are getting dropped off by car or driving to class--a trend that accelerated after the coronavirus pandemic began, especially among the children of college-educated parents.

Many people are nostalgic about the school bus, but its legacy--and present--is mixed. The bus was once a transformative force in American education, enabling a switch from highly local, one-room schoolhouses, Antero Garcia, an education professor at Stanford University, told me. And in the years following Brown v. Board of Education, buses became a potent symbol of desegregation. But for many kids, the bus can be a place of stress. Students may face discipline from drivers (many of whom struggle with low pay and odd working hours) or bullying from peers. Garcia also noted that it can feel like a form of punishment for bus riders to spend hours commuting each day just to get the same educational opportunities as students who can be driven by parents.

The bus is a tool that touches millions of kids' lives every day, but on the whole, these vehicles have hardly improved over decades--even as the education system flocks to other, new technologies. Its stagnation has come about in part because administrators tend to focus on interventions that improve test scores "rather than a dusty old bus," Garcia said. He also noted that "there's an assumption that school buses are for working-class kids, largely kids of color." (According to the 2017 National Household Travel Survey, 70 percent of students from low-income families ride the school bus, whereas a majority of students from non-low-income families are driven to school in a personal vehicle.)

For years, the school-bus system has struggled to recover from a severe bus-driver shortage: At the start of this past school year, there were about 192,000 drivers--a 15 percent decline from four years earlier. From 2009 to 2019, the number of bus drivers dropped by 22 percent; in that same period, the number of students enrolled in K-12 schools grew by some 1.4 million. Moreover, the school-bus system doesn't serve all students--a 2020 study of New York City's school-bus ridership found that Black and Hispanic K-6 students are more likely to attend schools where buses are unavailable.

Still, some school districts are making changes: Efforts to add electric buses to school fleets have gained momentum lately. Some well-meaning educators have tried taking advantage of bus time by giving students more homework--which, Garcia said, "is the last thing kids want." He wonders if the bus could become a site of enrichment rather than tedium. What if the bus were an opportunity for peer mentoring, for example, or film classes?

The bus is a liminal site: Bus time is part of the school day, but it's not class time. Students gather together, but they have less structure, and there's less of a focus on academics. This freedom makes the bus worth looking at in full, as a meaningful, rich space for kids in America.

Related:

	The agony of the school car line
 	Walking to school is a costly option for some families.




Today's News

	The International Court of Justice, the United Nations' top court, ruled that Israel must immediately stop its offensive in Rafah, a city in southern Gaza.
 	China continued its largest military drills in more than a year around Taiwan, days after Taiwan swore in a new president who openly supports sovereignty for the nation.
 	This summer's hurricane season could be among the worst in decades, meteorologists predict.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Two new literary works from Colombe Schneck and R. O. Kwon feature fascinating, flawed women, Maya Chung writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Adam Maida. Source: Getty.



Stop Shouting Down the Women Going Off the Pill

By Christine Emba

Perhaps you've noticed something new at your local market. Opill, the first oral contraceptive approved by the FDA for over-the-counter use, began shipping to U.S. stores in March. It has no age restrictions and does not require a physician's sign-off; you can now buy a three-month supply at Walmart or Target the same way you might pick up Tylenol or tampons or a six-pack of seltzer.
 This is, without a doubt, a momentous development in the realm of reproductive health ... Yet Opill also debuts as more and more women, in public forums and in their physicians' offices, are raising concerns about the effects of hormonal birth control on their physical and mental well-being--and are pushing back against the idea that pharmaceuticals are their best options for trying to prevent pregnancy.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Media companies are making a huge mistake with AI.
 	The unbearable greatness of Djokovic
 	The next front in the war against climate change




Culture Break


NASA



Admire. These photos of Earth from orbit, taken recently by the astronauts and cosmonauts on the International Space Station.

Read. David Shoemaker's new book, Wisecracks, is not about comedians or jokes. Instead, he aims to illuminate the ethics of "taking the piss."

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 Trumpian Vertigo of American Politics

These are profoundly disorienting times.

by Charles Sykes




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


Amid the parade of outrages, what we're feeling isn't numbness. It's more like airsickness.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's money problems are becoming a crisis for the entire country.
 	Cows have almost certainly infected more than two people with bird flu.
 	OpenAI should have gone way beyond Scarlett Johansson.




The Nation Shrugs

"At what other moment in American history," Anne Applebaum recently asked, "could a presidential candidate praise a fictional serial killer, and inspire almost no reaction at all?"

Even by the standards of the times, what she was referring to did seem a vertigo-inducing moment. Amid an anti-migrant tirade at a rally earlier this month in New Jersey, Donald Trump gave a shout-out to the "late, great" Hannibal Lecter, referring to the fava bean-loving cannibal played by Anthony Hopkins in the 1991 film The Silence of the Lambs as a "wonderful man."

And the nation shrugged, because this was simply the latest in a long list of 2024's bizarre and disorienting moments (including an earlier recent reference to cannibalism from the president himself). "The scale of the abnormality is so staggering," ABC's George Stephanopoulos argued recently, "that it can actually become numbing."

But Americans' reaction is less like numbness and more a response to something like airsickness, which results when we experience a disconnect between our senses--a nausea-inducing conflict between what we know and what we see. Motion sickness is caused by a discrepancy between what the inner ear detects and what the eye sees. The effect can be vertiginous--so the way people avoid being nauseated is by trying to ignore the dissonance.

We've been led to believe that things work in a certain way, that there are mores and norms. We thought our world was right side up, but it now feels as if it's been turned upside down. Words don't mean what we think they do. Outrage is followed not by accountability, but by adulation. Standards shift, flicker, vanish. Nothing is stable.

More than a century ago, Emile Durkheim, the father of modern sociology, described what he called "anomie," a condition of instability "resulting from a breakdown of standards and values or from a lack of purpose or ideals." Anomie could result from a conflict of belief systems, leading to a breakdown of social ties and a "shared moral order."

Call it anomie or call it airsickness--we find ourselves in a land of confusion. Trump pays off a porn star and yet is hailed as a champion of Christian values. He mocks prisoners of war and calls dead soldiers "suckers," and his MAGA base is thrilled by his patriotism. And, as Tom Nichols notes in The Atlantic today, Trump brags about his tight relationship with America's implacable adversary, Vladimir Putin, claiming that the Russian president will release detained Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich "for me, but not for anyone else."

To hear conservative Christians argue that personal character doesn't matter, or to witness self-described constitutional conservatives defend a relentless attack on the rule of law, is disorienting. To see advocates of law and order embrace rioters who attacked the Capitol and beat police officers is baffling. To watch the party of Ronald Reagan embracing isolationism and following Trump in truckling to the Butcher of Ukraine, Putin, is bewildering. Mind-bending, also, is that, despite Trump's fire hose of lies, 71 percent of Republicans describe him as "honest and trustworthy." Recent polls suggest that Trump is leading President Joe Biden in the swing states that will decide the November election.

Maybe that's why following the news these days feels like swallowing crazy pills. You don't have to be a particularly cynical observer of American politics to recognize that, past a certain point, no norms endure that cannot be abandoned, and that any position can be flipped if doing so is expedient.

Trump has been found liable for sexual abuse and defaming his victim. He incited a violent attack on the Capitol, called for terminating rules in the Constitution, dined with a neo-Nazi, and floated the idea of executing the nation's most senior general. He has been fined for fraud on a massive scale, faces more than 80 felony charges, and is accused of withholding and sharing top-secret national-security documents.

Faced with all of this, the Republican Party says, Yeah, we want four more years of that. GOP leaders wearing red ties make lockstep pilgrimages to his felony trial in New York to show their fealty, while wannabe running mates mimic his rhetoric and echo his lies about the 2020 election. And now there's Nikki Haley, who has called Trump "unhinged," "toxic," "diminished," and unqualified. Yesterday, she said that she would vote for him anyway. The alleged frauds, adultery, sexual assault, threats, and possible felony convictions don't matter. Close to half the electorate seems to agree.

Which brings us back to our chronic airsickness. Most of us took it for granted that Americans by and large shared certain ethical assumptions. Despite our differences, we imagined, we all used roughly the same moral compass to judge right and wrong.

But what if that's not true anymore?

What if the guardrails of the U.S. legal system turn out to be illusory or broken beyond repair? What if we have exhausted our reservoirs of democratic values and shared norms? And what if the constant turbulence buffeting our sense of reality is a sign that we are in a different world, one whose values we don't understand?

I suspect that the great thinker Hannah Arendt would recognize some of the aspects of that world. In The Origins of Totalitarianism, she described the annihilation of truth and the collapse of moral reasoning:

In an ever-changing, incomprehensible world the masses had reached the point where they would, at the same time, believe everything and nothing, think that everything was possible and that nothing was true. 


Or, to paraphrase the immortal line of Bette Davis's character, Margo Channing, in All About Eve: Fasten your seat belts; it's going to be a bumpy year.

Related:

	Trump claims he can free an American detainee--if he's reelected.
 	The voters who don't really know Donald Trump




Today's News

	The Louisiana legislature passed a bill that would classify abortion pills as dangerous controlled substances. The legislation would make it a crime to possess the drugs without a prescription, punishable with jail time and fines.
 	The Justice Department and 29 states filed a lawsuit against Ticketmaster's parent corporation, Live Nation, in an attempt to break up the company over its alleged monopoly in the live-entertainment industry.
 	The Supreme Court ruled that Republicans in South Carolina did not engage in racial gerrymandering when they moved thousands of Black voters out of a congressional district that Republicans currently control. The decision allows the state to continue using its current congressional map.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Who was Michael Field? The pseudonym was an open secret, used by two women who composed subversive and arresting poems together, Walt Hunter writes.
 	Work in Progress: Joe Biden's new tariffs on Chinese goods mark the decisive rejection of an economic orthodoxy that dominated American policy making for nearly half a century, Roge Karma writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Scientists Are Very Worried About NASA's Mars Plan

By Marina Koren

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 ... 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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Radio Atlantic: Russia's psychological warfare against Ukraine
 	Praising Trump with faint damnation
 	What monastic mystics got right about life




Culture Break


Warner Bros. Pictures



Watch. Furiosa (out now in theaters), a Max Mad prequel, is not Fury Road, Shirley Li writes. And that's a good thing.

Read. Long Island, the Irish writer Colm Toibin's new novel and the sequel to his popular 2009 book, Brooklyn, asks the most American of questions about immigration, Rhian Sasseen 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 Island Community Displaced by Climate Change (20 photos)
        The Panamanian government recently presented keys to new houses to about 300 families from Carti Sugtupu, a small and crowded Caribbean island that is threatened by rising sea levels and a lack of space. The indigenous communities on Carti Sugtupu and neighboring islands have recently faced increasing floods and damage from storms. Starting in 2015, the Panamanian Ministry of Housing began relocation plans, working on a new mainland settlement called Nuevo Carti--recently completed at a cost of mo...

      

      
        The 2024 Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling Race (14 photos)
        Crowds gathered at Cooper's Hill, on a farm near Gloucester, England, once again yesterday, cheering as racers took part in the annual Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling and Wake. Continuing a tradition that dates back at least 200 years, participants chased a nine-pound wheel of Double Gloucester cheese, running in a chaotic scramble down a very steep and uneven grassy hill, with the winner taking home the cheese.

This photo essay originally misspelled Abby Lampe's name.

To receive an email notifica...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Victorian Picnic, Flamingo Flight, Shadow Puppets (35 photos)
        An airline for dogs in New York, horse racing in Baltimore, the Olympic torch relay in southwestern France, a Catholic pilgrimage in a Spanish village, the World Para Athletics Championships in Japan, a tornado's path of destruction in Iowa, and much more

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
        
        
            
                
            
            
                An aircraft sits on the flooded tarmac at Salgado Filho Porto A...

      

      
        Photos: Ukrainians Fight to Defend Kharkiv From Russian Attacks (30 photos)
        Several weeks ago, Russian forces began intensifying artillery bombardment and ground advances in border villages across Ukraine's Kharkiv region, and launching deadly missile attacks into the center of Kharkiv, Ukraine's second-largest city. Thousands of civilians have already fled the area in an ongoing evacuation. While firefighters in residential areas battle the blazes caused by Russian missiles, Ukrainian troops are responding to Russian advances along the front line with artillery and squa...
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        An Island Community Displaced by Climate Change

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	1:10 PM ET

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The Panamanian government recently presented keys to new houses to about 300 families from Carti Sugtupu, a small and crowded Caribbean island that is threatened by rising sea levels and a lack of space. The indigenous communities on Carti Sugtupu and neighboring islands have faced increasing floods and damage from storms. Starting in 2015, the Panamanian Ministry of Housing began relocation plans, working on a new mainland settlement called Nuevo Carti--completed at a cost of more than $12 million. Residents will begin to move into their new homes next week.


To receive an email notification every time a new photo story is published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a very small island that is completely covered with houses and small buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the island Carti Sugtupu, part of the San Blas archipelago off Panama's northern Caribbean coast, seen on October 11, 2023. The indigenous communities of the small island face significant challenges amid rising sea levels. About 300 families will relocate to new homes, built by the government, on the mainland.
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                [image: A person in a pink floral shirt and a black and yellow skirt paddles a small boat near wooden docks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cecilia Henry paddles a boat along the shore of Carti Sugtupu on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: Three boys in school uniforms run down a dirt path between houses during a rainstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children run to school in the rain on Carti Sugtupu on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person with a cell phone sits on a plastic chair on a small concrete dock. A tiny island with houses on stilts is visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Evelio Lopez tries to find cell phone service on a dock on Carti Sugtupu on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: Roof tiles and debris litter a shoreline between two buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Some docks on Carti Sugtupu have been destroyed by the force of the sea, including this one, seen on October 11, 2023.
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                [image: Several people in a small boat paddle by, with a huge cruise ship visible in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cruise ship visiting the San Blas islands sits just off Carti Sugtupu on May 26, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Matias Delacroix / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person in a blue floral shirt and black patterned skirt walks down a dirt path between many small buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Magdalena walks down a street on Carti Sugtupu, where she owns a small food-and-drink store, on October 11, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tiny island covered in houses, with a larger land mass nearby, stretching to the horizon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Carti Sugtupu island, looking toward Panama's Caribbean coastline, photographed on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a newly built housing development set among forested hills and near a coastline]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Nuevo Carti neighborhood in Carti Port, Guna Yala Comarca, in mainland Panama, seen on May 29, 2024. Panamanian authorities were preparing to hand the keys to new homes to some 300 families from Carti Sugtupu.
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                [image: About eight people ride in a small boat with an outboard motor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents from Carti Sugtupu use a boat to reach the mainland on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of rows of dozens of small, identical new houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dozens of houses sit side-by-side in the Nuevo Carti neighborhood, seen on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people walk on a sidewalk, some carrying plastic chairs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Gunas walk, carrying some belongings, arrive at their new home in Nuevo Carti, on May 29, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Martin Bernetti / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person walks on a new basketball court, seen from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person walks on the new basketball court in the Nuevo Carti neighborhood.
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                [image: Several people wait on benches inside a large community center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Gunas rest inside the community house, awaiting the handover of their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people sit and stand, waiting outside a small house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Families wait outside their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand in a small crowd, beside a house, as one person prepares to cut a blue ribbon with scissors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Panama's President Laurentino Cortizo (second from left) stands beside Indigenous Gunas during a ceremony to hand over their new homes in Nuevo Carti, Guna Yala Comarca, on May 29, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Martin Bernetti / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman smiles and gestures beside a door as another person reaches toward them with a keychain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman celebrates while receiving the key to her new home in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: Two women check their mobile devices.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous Guna women check their mobile phones during a handover ceremony in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A row of similar houses, with people seated outside many of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Families sit outside their new homes in Nuevo Carti on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: An older woman sits in a chair in an open doorway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Indigenous Guna woman sits in the doorway of her new home in Nuevo Carti, on the Caribbean coast of Panama, on May 29, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        The 2024 Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling Race

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 28, 2024

            	14 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Crowds gathered at Cooper's Hill, on a farm near Gloucester, England, once again yesterday, cheering as racers took part in the annual Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling and Wake. Continuing a tradition that dates back at least 200 years, participants chased a nine-pound wheel of Double Gloucester cheese, running in a chaotic scramble down a very steep and uneven grassy hill, with the winner taking home the cheese.


This photo essay originally misspelled Abby Lampe's name.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Three runners tumble down a steep grassy hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Several participants tumble as they run in the annual cheese rolling at Cooper's Hill in Brockworth, Gloucester, in western England, on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Onlookers cheer at the top of a steep hill as a group of runners begins a downhill race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors come tumbling down the hill in pursuit of a round of Double Gloucester cheese on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: About 10 people tumble down a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Racers progress rapidly down the hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A wide view of runners racing down a very steep grassy hill as a surrounding crowd cheers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Onlookers cheer during a race on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two men, one of whom wears only briefs and shoes, tumble and slide down a hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Runners tumble and slide, chasing the cheese, on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A woman, covered in mud splatters, holds a round wheel of cheese over her head, celebrating her win.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                After winning one of the women's races, Abby Lampe celebrates at the bottom of the hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several dozen people are bent over as they race up a very steep hill, with a cheering crowd at the top.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors take part in the uphill race on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of onlookers stands just behind a line of racers, crouched to begin a downhill race, as a wheel of cheese is rolled down the hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cheese round is released at the start of a race on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several dozen racers run, jump, tumble, and fall down a steep, grass-covered hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors come tumbling down the hill in pursuit of a round of Double Gloucester cheese near the village of Brockworth on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: About 10 racers slide and fall down a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Runners slide and fall down Cooper's Hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Several racers tumble down a steep, muddy, grassy hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors tumble down a muddy Cooper's Hill in pursuit of a round of Double Gloucester cheese on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Race workers assist an injured runner who lies on their back at the bottom of a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A competitor receives medical attention after competing in one of the races on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A couple dozen runners flip, fall, and slide down a steep hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Another group of runners chase the cheese down Cooper's Hill on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A muddy but cheerful man poses at the bottom of a steep hill, holding his prize, a round of cheese. Written on the round are the words "Rolled In Honor Of Roger Townsend, 1945-2024. Rolled by Lucy Townsend."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dylan Twiss, winner of one of the men's races, celebrates after competing in the annual Cooper's Hill cheese-rolling competition near the village of Brockworth, Gloucester, in western England, on May 27, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Victorian Picnic, Flamingo Flight, Shadow Puppets

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 24, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            An airline for dogs in New York, horse racing in Baltimore, the Olympic torch relay in southwestern France, a Catholic pilgrimage in a Spanish village, the World Para Athletics Championships in Japan, a tornado's path of destruction in Iowa, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A passenger aircraft sits on flooded tarmac. The floodwater is very calm and reflects the sky and clouds above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aircraft sits on the flooded tarmac at Salgado Filho Porto Alegre International Airport, in the city of Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil, on May 20, 2024. More than 600,000 people have been displaced by the heavy rain, flooding, and mudslides that have ravaged the south of the state for about two weeks.
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                [image: Six fighter jets fly in close formation above a group of women posing for a photograph.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women in swimsuits atop a boat take a group photo as the U.S. Navy's Blue Angels perform in the sky over Annapolis, Maryland, on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: A flock of flamingos midair]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flock of flamingos takes flight at the foot of Mount Erciyes in Kayseri, Turkey, on May 16, 2024.
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                [image: A small tornado forms behind an airplane in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A small tornado forms behind a DC3 during an air show in La Ferte-Alais, south of Paris, France, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: A visible path of destruction through a small town, left by a passing tornado]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view on May 22, 2024, shows devastation left behind after a tornado tore through Greenfield, Iowa. Multiple deaths and injuries have been reported from a series of tornadoes and powerful storms that hit several midwestern states.
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                [image: Two people embrace in front of the wreckage of their home.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Local residents hug in front of their tornado-damaged home in Greenfield, Iowa, on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: A wind turbine bent and shattered in a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wind turbine lies toppled near Prescott, Iowa, on May 22, 2024, after tornadoes tore through the area the day before.
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                [image: A close view of a small bird, wings extended, as it comes in to land on a nest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Eurasian blue tit arrives at its nest in Portslade, England, on May 20, 2024.
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                [image: Two people carry a sea turtle along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men carry a sea turtle to be released into the sea during a water-purification ceremony as part of the opening of the 10th World Water Forum in Serangan Island, Denpasar, Bali, Indonesia, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: A gymnast lies on the floor, arms outstretched during a routine, with a small ball near their face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asya Seker of New South Wales competes in a rhythmic-gymnastics event during the 2024 Australian Gymnastics Championships, at Gold Coast Sports and Leisure Center, in Gold Coast, Australia, on May 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans against a large glass window in a mirrored room, looking out over New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People look out at the city from an observation area at Summit One Vanderbilt, in New York City, on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: An athlete in a wheelchair celebrates, arms outstretched, after winning a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hua Jin of China celebrates winning the gold medal after competing in the Men's 1500-meter T54 final during day six of the World Para Athletics Championships at Kobe Universiade Memorial Stadium in Kobe, Hyogo, Japan, on May 22, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Toru Hanai / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A drone-like single-seat helicopter flies near buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Lift Hexa eVTOL (electric vertical takeoff and landing vehicle), piloted by Jace McCown, makes its first demonstration flight as a part of the SusHi Tech Tokyo 2024 event, in Tokyo, Japan, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: A girl rests on a large, round bale in a field, captured from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl rests on a freshly harvested bale of alfalfa in the countryside near Vilademuls, Girona, Spain, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial photo of dozens of people and cows milling about together]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People visit a livestock market in Yili, in northwestern China's Xinjiang region, on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people crush toward the center of the photo, where they struggle to hold a statue of the Virgin Mary above their heads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pilgrims gather around the effigy of the Rocio Virgin during the annual pilgrimage in the village of El Rocio, Spain, on May 20, 2024.
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                [image: A long and sloped highway off-ramp, completely full of commuters on scooters and motorcycles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Motorcyclists wait for a traffic light as they ride down a ramp from the exclusive motorcycle lane of the Taipei Bridge during the morning commute in Taipei, Taiwan, on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: People walk on and near paths through a field of blooming flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists enjoy blooming flowers at Jilanxi Sports Park in Chongqing, China, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: Several people walk beneath a trellis covered in leaves, vines, and hanging squash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors look at new varieties in the winter-squash cultivation area at a new vegetable-varieties conference at the National Crop Variety Display and Evaluation Base, in Nanning, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, China, on May 20, 2024.
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                [image: A surfer rides a big wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows a surfer riding a wave at Sunset Reef as seasonal cold fronts drive big swells into the Cape Peninsula in Cape Town, South Africa, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a broad and very full waterfall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Hidden Falls in Argentina, part of the Iguazu waterfall system on the Iguazu River, seen from Iguacu National Park in southern Brazil on May 21, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Mariana Suarez / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of dozens of people playing in the surf and on a beach]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Senegalese people enjoying themselves at Yoff Beach, one of the most popular weekend destinations for locals, as summer days approach in Dakar, Senegal, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: Several people row an inflatable raft down a whitewater course as one person rides in front, holding an Olympic torch aloft.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                French slalom canoeist Patrice Estanguet holds the Olympic flame while heading down the whitewater venue as part of the Olympic torch relay, in Pau, southwestern France, on May 20, 2024, ahead of the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic Games.
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                [image: Lined up in a grid, dozens of people in identical white outfits perform Tai Chi in a stadium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tai Chi enthusiasts perform at Xingyi Sports Center in Qianxinan Buyei and Miao Autonomous Prefecture, Guizhou province, China, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: About half adozen green laser lights are pointed from the stands at a soccer player on a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans point laser lights at the field, and at RSB Berkane's Yassine Lebhiri, during an African Confederation Cup match between RSB Berkane and Zamalek, at Cairo International Stadium, in Egypt, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: A street performer on a city crosswalk spits a ball of flame into the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Feminist activist and street artist Flor de Fuego performs at a traffic light in Mexico City on May 15, 2024.
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                [image: A jockey's face and goggles covered in mud]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mud cakes the face and goggles of jockey Raymond Handal after he rode Whenlovetakesover in the Ali May Arcoleo Memorial Race ahead of the 149th running of the Preakness Stakes at Pimlico Race Course, in Baltimore, Maryland, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: People fill containers with drinking water, using multiple hoses stuffed into an opening at the top of a tanker truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents fill containers with drinking water from a municipal tanker on a hot summer day in New Delhi, India, on May 21, 2024.
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                [image: A large room is lined with a chaotic webbing made of many red fibers, looking like thick red cobwebs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman stands inside an art installation titled "The Network," by Japanese artist Chiharu Shiota, exhibited in the Museum of Tapestries in Aix-en-Provence, France, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: Two people in fancy costumes with skeleton masks sit side by side, raising glasses to each other.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dress up to attend a "Victorian Picnic" during the Wave-Gotik-Treffen festival in Leipzig, Germany, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: People in traditional garments and hats ride horses in silhouette against a low sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees wearing traditional clothes pay homage to the Virgen del Rocio during an annual religious pilgrimage in El Rocio, Spain, on May 18, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Marcelo del Pozo / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Shadows of stylized cutout puppets of several characters from "Star Wars" are seen on a screen.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Star Wars characters, including Tusken Raiders (far left and far right), R2-D2, and Luke Skywalker, appear on-screen during a Star Wars-inspired wayang kulit, a traditional shadow-puppetry performance, at the Royal Selangor Visitor Centre, in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on May 18, 2024. "Peperangan Bintang" is a modern take on wayang kulit aimed at reviving the art form in Malaysia by merging it with digital multimedia and incorporating science-fiction stories and pop-culture elements to spread cultural awareness while preserving its roots for new audiences and younger generations.
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                [image: A dog looks out an airplane window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog looks out an airplane's window during a press event introducing Bark Air, an airline for dogs, at Republic Airport, in East Farmingdale, New York, on May 21, 2024.
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                [image: A white yak and a person sit near a mountain lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A white yak sits along the shore of Lake Namtso in Lhasa, Tibet, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: A dolphin leaps ahead of a large ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dolphin leaps ahead of a ship passing through the Bosphorus Strait, in Istanbul, Turkey, early on May 22, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos: Ukrainians Fight to Defend Kharkiv From Russian Attacks

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 23, 2024

            	30 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Several weeks ago, Russian forces began intensifying artillery bombardment and ground advances in border villages across Ukraine's Kharkiv region, and launching deadly missile attacks into the center of Kharkiv, Ukraine's second-largest city. Thousands of civilians have already fled the area in an ongoing evacuation. While firefighters in residential areas battle the blazes caused by Russian missiles, Ukrainian troops are responding to Russian advances along the front line with artillery and squads of small drones.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of city buildings and houses, showing many fires burning across a wide area]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke rises from the Ukrainian border city of Vovchansk, in the Chuhuiv district of Kharkiv Oblast, which is bombarded daily by heavy artillery, on May 17, 2024, seen in this screengrab taken from aerial video footage.
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                [image: Several firefighters wearing protective masks work inside a damaged and smoke-filled building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescuers extinguish a fire at the Vivat printing house hit by Russian shelling on May 23, 2024, in Kharkiv. More than 50 workers were in the printing house at the time of the missile attack, which caused five deaths.
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                [image: A person sits outside a brick house with a pillar of black smoke rising in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pillar of smoke rises from behind a house following shelling by Russian troops, in Kharkiv, northeastern Ukraine, on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a man's face, showing blood on the bridge of his nose and below his ear]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Injuries from a blast are visible on the face of a civilian as he is evacuated from Vovchansk, where Russian forces were advancing, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: A crater and wreckage of destroyed lakeside buildings, part of a small resort compound, seen from above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crater and destroyed resort compound, seen from above after a Russian rocket attack near Kharkiv, on May 19, 2024. According to officials, several people were killed in this attack.
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                [image: A military helicopter flies low, above a field of flowering yellow plants, with black smoke rising in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian Mi-8 helicopter returns from a combat operation at the front line in the Kharkiv region on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person carries a shaggy dog up a narrow stairwell.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People work to evacuate an animal shelter, which housed more than 120 animals (including dogs, cats, and goats), in Ruski Tyshky, Kharkiv region, on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier in a trench works on one of dozens of small four-rotor drones laid on the ground around him.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pilots with the "Sharp Kartuza" division of FPV kamikaze drones prepare drones for a combat flight on May 16, 2024, in the Kharkiv region, 8 kilometers from the border with Russia.
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                [image: A soldier holds out their hand, letting a small drone take off from it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pilot with the Sharp Kartuza division readies a drone for a combat flight on May 16, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier, bathed in red light, wears goggles while controlling a drone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian serviceman with the Achilles battalion of the 92nd Assault Brigade operates a kamikaze drone over Russian positions in the Kharkiv region on May 12, 2024.
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                [image: A drone's-eye-view of the bodies of two Russian soldiers lying in a field, along tire tracks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone's-eye view of the bodies of two Russian soldiers in a field in the Kharkiv region, photographed on May 16, 2024
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                [image: A soldier stands in a dugout area, working on one of dozens of small drones sitting on the ground around him.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pilot with the Sharp Kartuza division prepares drones for combat flights on May 16, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Kostiantyn Liberov / Libkos / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of damaged and burning buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of damage in the city of Vovchansk, after a Russian bombardment on May 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks through a doorway in a heavily-damaged building's wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man enters a building destroyed by Russian aerial bombing on May 10, 2024, in Derhachi, Kharkiv Oblast. In the early morning, the Russian army dropped a guided aerial bomb on the city, damaging about 25 buildings and 33 trade pavilions.
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                [image: A civilian stands, hands to their face, beside the scattered wreckage of a bomb-damaged vehicle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident reacts at the site of a Russian air strike in Kharkiv on May 22, 2024.
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                [image: Two rescue workers kneel down to attend to a wounded man lying on the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Paramedics help a wounded man at the site of a resort structure hit by a Russian missile in Kharkiv, on May 19, 2024.
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                [image: Several firefighters scramble over downed tree limbs and wreckage to spray water on a fire following a missile attack.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Emergency services fight a fire following a Russian air strike on May 14, 2024, near Kharkiv.
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                [image: A firefighter sprays water on a large fire inside a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter works to put out a fire in Kharkiv on May 4, 2024. According to the head of the local regional administration, Oleh Syniehubov, the Russian army attacked the city with kamikaze drones at night. The attack caused a fire at a service station and injured three people, including a 13-year-old girl and an elderly woman.
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                [image: A person walks beside the wreckage of a large toppled broadcast tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks past debris from the downed Kharkiv Television Tower, after officials reported a Russian strike on the structure, on the outskirts of Kharkiv on April 22, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of the bodies of two civilians lying beside a city street, near a small bomb crater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the bodies of two civilians beside a street in the city of Vovchansk on May 20, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of many gravestones in a cemetery, each adorned with a small Ukrainian flag]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the graves of Ukrainian soldiers who have been killed while fighting Russian forces, seen in Kharkiv's Cemetery Number 18 on May 21, 2024
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                [image: A sign warns "Danger Mines!" in both Ukrainian and English, set among bushes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sign warns "Danger Mines!" among bushes in Kamianka, Kharkiv Oblast, on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: The night sky glows a shade of pinkish-purple during a display of the northern lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The northern lights, seen from Kharkiv on May 10, 2024
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                [image: A woman is helped by soldiers and volunteers during an evacuation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman is helped during an evacuation from Vovchansk on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: A woman holds a crying child inside a bus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young woman holds her baby while waiting to be transferred to a safer location as Russian forces advanced in the Kharkiv region on May 20, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Narciso Contreras / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dog, its head poking out of a hole in a small cardboard box, is loaded onto a bus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog, packed into a cardboard box, is loaded onto an evacuation bus to the city of Kharkiv on May 17, 2024, in Buhayivka village, Kharkiv Oblast.
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                [image: A person stands inside a debris-covered room in an apartment building, looking out broken windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An interior view of a heavily damaged building in a residential area, seen after a Russian missile attack in Kharkiv on May 14, 2024. Three separate attacks hit Kharkiv, damaging buildings in the city center and near the Peremoha metro station.
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                [image: Several people sit in comfortable seats while donating blood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers donate blood at Kharkiv's Blood Center on May 15, 2024.
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                [image: A large piece of mobile artillery fires, the shock creating a small cloud of dirt, leaves, and smoke.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian servicemen of the 42nd Separate Mechanized Brigade fire a 2S1 Gvozdika self-propelled howitzer toward Russian troops in the Kharkiv region on May 16, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Valentyn Ogirenko / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A soldier, seen in silhouette, stands beside a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A serviceman of Ukraine's 92nd Assault Brigade stands guard near Vovchansk on May 19, 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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