
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        [image: masthead]
      

      Thursday, June 6, 2024

      

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	25
        

        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	20
        

        
          	
            Politics | The Atlantic
          
          	15
        

        
          	
            Global | The Atlantic
          
          	8
        

        
          	
            Technology | The Atlantic
          
          	6
        

        
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
          	2
        

        
          	
            Health | The Atlantic
          
          	6
        

        
          	
            Science | The Atlantic
          
          	7
        

        
          	
            Newsletters | The Atlantic
          
          	9
        

        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	1
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
        

      

      The Atlantic

      
        Do Students Need Facts or Stories?
        Will Gordon

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.Somehow, Neil Postman saw it coming. His 1985 book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, predicted that people would become so consumed by entertainment that they would be rendered unable to have serious discussions about serious issues. Postman was worried about television; he didn't live to see social media kick those fears into hyperdrive. No...

      

      
        Animal Behavior's Biggest Taboo Is Softening
        Katherine J. Wu

        At the start of Elizabeth Hobson's career as an ecologist, she knew to stick to one rule: Never anthropomorphize the animals you study.For plenty of people, assigning human characteristics to another living creature feels natural enough that we do it as a matter of course. But to many scientists who study animal behavior, anthropomorphism is a cardinal sin, and suggesting that a researcher has tiptoed in that direction is tantamount to saying they've resorted to uninformed speculation. Hobson, wh...

      

      
        China Is Losing the Chip War
        Michael Schuman

        In an April phone conversation, Chinese leader Xi Jinping issued a stern admonition to President Joe Biden. Washington's ban on the export of American advanced microchips and other sanctions designed "to suppress China's trade and technology development" are "creating risks." If Biden "is adamant on containing China's high-tech development," the official Chinese readout went on, Beijing "is not going to sit back and watch."Biden has been robust in his response. The ban, he told Xi, was necessary ...

      

      
        What Trump's Total GOP Control Means Next
        Ronald Brownstein

        The sweeping attacks from Republican elected officials against former President Donald Trump's conviction on 34 felony counts last week send a clear signal that if he wins a second term, he will face even less internal resistance from the GOP than he did during his first four years in the White House.Republican pushback was rare enough in his first term, against even Trump's most extreme ideas and actions, but it did exist in pockets of Congress and among appointees inside his own administration ...

      

      
        Canada's Extremist Attack on Free Speech
        Conor Friedersdorf

        In 1984, George Orwell coined the term thoughtcrime. In the short story "The Minority Report," the science-fiction author Philip K. Dick gave us the concept of "precrime," describing a society where would-be criminals were arrested before they could act. Now Canada is combining the concepts in a work of dystopian nonfiction: A bill making its way through Parliament would impose draconian criminal penalties on hate speech and curtail people's liberty in order to stop future crimes they haven't yet...

      

      
        You're Not Perfect
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Imagine that you are feeling down and inadequate. Someone who loves you wants to help by saying something really affirming. How about: "You're perfect just the way you are"? That sounds nice!In fact, this is perhaps the most insidious thing that people tell us--or that we tell ourselves--when we feel sad or insecure. It provokes enormous cognitive dissonance: "This is perfect?" you think (after the...

      

      
        A Supreme Court Ruling on Homelessness That's Both Crucial and Useless
        Hanna Rosin

        Later this summer, the Supreme Court will rule on City of Grants Pass v. Johnson, one of the most important cases on homelessness to come up in a long time. The court will decide whether someone can be fined, jailed, or ticketed for sleeping or camping in a public space when they're homeless and have nowhere else to go. In oral arguments, the justices engaged in a lively debate about the central legal issues: Are states criminalizing people for the act of sleeping outside or for their status of b...

      

      
        The Cars Always Win
        Sarah Laskow

        Driving into New York City is a special kind of skill, requiring patience, cutthroat merging, and, sometimes, a willingness to navigate the backstreets of New Jersey. Driving in New York City, and especially in Manhattan, is also a skill, requiring the same patience and cutthroat merging, along with a willingness to pay upwards of $50 a day to park. People do it every day, but of all the places in the United States, Manhattan is perhaps the most hostile to driving. Given that New York City has th...

      

      
        The Free-Trial Trap
        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.Free trials are convenient for consumers--and expedient for companies. But how much of the subscription business relies on people simply forgetting to cancel?First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The most consequential TV show in history
	NASA finally has an alternative to SpaceX.
	The tw...

      

      
        OpenAI Is Just Facebook Now
        Matteo Wong

        OpenAI appears to be in the midst of a months-long revolt from within. The latest flash point came yesterday, when a group of 11 current and former employees--plus two from other firms--issued a public letter declaring that leading AI companies are not to be trusted. "The companies are behaving in a way that is really not in the public interest," William Saunders, a signatory who, like several others on the letter, left OpenAI earlier this year, told me.The letter tells a familiar story of corporat...

      

      
        Does Med School Have a DEI Problem?
        Benjamin Mazer

        "People will die if doctors misdiagnose patients." This is true as far as it goes. But the recent news that prompted Elon Musk to share this observation on X was not precisely about medical errors. It was about what he might call the "woke mind virus." A story by Aaron Sibarium in The Washington Free Beacon had revealed complaints that UCLA's medical school was admitting applicants partly based on race--a practice that has long been outlawed in California public schools. And this process wasn't just discriminatory, the story argued;...

      

      
        The Two-Time Trump Voters Who Have Had Enough
        Sarah Longwell

        The day after former President Donald Trump was convicted of 34 felonies, I sat down for a focus group with nine voters from across the country who voted for him twice and don't want to vote for him again. They are not, however, all committed to voting for President Joe Biden instead.[Quinta Jurecic: Trump, defeated]These are the "double haters": the chunk of voters who are dissatisfied with both candidates, and are trying to decide which one is less bad. Although many of them are "out" on Trump,...

      

      
        The Most Consequential TV Show in History
        McKay Coppins

        In a CNN interview shortly after launching his presidential campaign in 2015, Donald Trump told a skeptical Jake Tapper that he was "in it to win it" and boasted, "I'm giving up hundreds of millions of dollars to do this. I'm giving up a prime-time television show." In fact, according to a new book, Trump wasn't quite as confident as he claimed. For at least six months after he entered the race, he insisted on keeping the set for The Apprentice intact on the 14th floor of Trump Tower--if the whole...

      

      
        The Ghost of Johnnie Taylor Reflects
        Chaun Ballard

        At night she would toss rocks at my window

             that disturbed the dust   & left scars  

like the nails of one's hands. & I would leave  

             my room to unhinge the latch

leading to that which I swore       not to welcome.  

             In any event       the act of opening

one's door to another's hunger     implies

             the absence of light.

Sometimes          the call of one's howl is the only  

             distinction between predator        & prey.

& I hav...

      

      
        NASA Finally Has an Alternative to SpaceX
        Marina Koren

        A Boeing spacecraft launched from the coast of Florida into orbit this morning, taking off in the kind of picture-perfect weather that every rocket hopes for in Cape Canaveral. Two veteran NASA astronauts are now on their way to the International Space Station. This particular commute to the space station is a major moment in American space travel. Barry Wilmore, the mission commander, and Sunita Williams, the pilot, are test-driving the new vehicle, known as Starliner. It's the first time Boeing...

      

      
        India Is Starting to See Through Modi's Nationalist Myth
        Vidya Krishnan

        Throughout my childhood, I fell asleep in a world full of elephant gods, monkey armies, and eight-handed goddesses. Before bed, my grandmother would tell me stories from ancient Hindu epics as I snuggled against her soft cotton sari. My favorite was the Ramayana, the tale of an exiled prince named Ram who goes on a journey to save his wife and defeat an evil empire before returning home to claim his rightful throne. Like millions of Indian children, I saw Ram's love, righteousness, and tolerance ...

      

      
        Trump Will Never Rule Out a Bad Option
        David A. Graham

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump never wants to take any option off the table, no matter how weird, unsettling, or foolish it might be. Throughout his career, when journalists have asked the former president a hypothetical question about any topic, he never rejects the premise--his answer is pretty much always maybe or yes.Reporters love an interview that makes news--one that brings fresh facts to the public. If a reporter gets a ...

      

      
        The Near Future of Deepfakes Just Got Way Clearer
        Nilesh Christopher

        Before the start of India's general election in April, a top candidate looking to unseat Prime Minister Narendra Modi was not out wooing voters on the campaign trail. He was in jail. Arvind Kejriwal, the chief minister of Delhi and the head of a political party known for its anti-corruption platform, was arrested in late March for, yes, alleged corruption. His supporters hit the streets in protest, decrying the arrest as a politically motivated move by Modi aimed at weakening a rival. (Kejriwal h...

      

      
        The Future of Labor
        Annie Lowrey

        Is this the worst moment for the labor movement in recent memory, or the best? That question animated a conversion I recently had with Mary Kay Henry, who just stepped down as the president of the 2-million-member Service Employees International Union, having been an organizer for 43 years and led the SEIU for 14.Positive sentiment toward unions has surged over the past decade. Interest in joining a union has surged. Petitions to form a union have surged. And a number of high-profile organizing d...

      

      
        This Show Understands the Absurdity of Modern Existence
        Shirley Li

        Halfway through HBO's new six-episode series Fantasmas, an entrepreneur named Denise explains the very particular service she provides: dressing up toilets in costumes. "It breaks my heart to see them naked, undignified, shivering in the cold as they swallow our daily filth," proclaims the woman, played by the Saturday Night Live alum Aidy Bryant. Like an overeager Vanna White, Denise shows off some of her designs: a bedazzled denim set, a silvery sheath, a bright-yellow skirt for a toilet that's...

      

      
        Europe Braces for Trump's Return
        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 people around the world, the outcome of the U.S. presidential race is an existential question. When my colleague McKay Coppins visited four allied countries in Europe and spoke with European diplomats, government workers, and politicians, he observed "a sense of alarm bordering on panic at the prosp...

      

      
        Lara Trump Failed the Hogan Test
        David A. Graham

        In this era of political correctness and cancel culture, it's amazing what you just can't say anymore. Like, for example, that the rule of law is good and worthy of respect.That's what the Republican U.S. Senate candidate Larry Hogan is finding out. Last week, minutes before a jury announced that it had found former President Donald Trump guilty of 34 felonies, Hogan, who is running in Maryland, posted on X: "Regardless of the result, I urge all Americans to respect the verdict and the legal proc...

      

      
        The Most Beautiful Stroke in Tennis
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        For my 34th birthday, in 2015, I received two tickets to the men's quarterfinal of the French Open. I'm a Rafael Nadal loyalist, and I hoped to cheer for the King of Clay. I ended up seeing the Swiss-on-Swiss pairing of Roger Federer and Stanislas Wawrinka. This turned out to be a mercy, because I missed Novak Djokovic become only the second man ever to defeat Nadal at Roland-Garros, and was treated instead to some of the most beautiful groundstrokes I have ever seen.Wawrinka, who would go on to ...

      

      
        How I Became the Ken Jennings of the <em>New Yorker</em> Caption Contest
        Lawrence Wood

        When my twin daughters were 10, they created an animated slideshow depicting scenes from our life. One slide showed a cartoon version of me happily daydreaming on the toilet with my pants around my ankles. Above my head they put a thought bubble that read, "New Yorker, New Yorker, New Yorker."This got a big laugh, and deservedly so. I have spent much of the past 25 years obsessing over that magazine's cartoon-caption contest, in which readers compete to supply the cleverest line of dialogue to a ...

      

      
        When the Culture Wars Came for the Theater
        Isaac Butler

        From our current vantage point it may be hard to believe this, but during the worst economic crisis the United States has ever seen, the government decided to spend more than half a billion of today's dollars to support the arts. Federal Project Number One, an offshoot of the Works Progress Administration, was a New Deal program that employed artists to make meaningful work all over the nation. One of its initiatives, the small but mighty Federal Theatre Project, accomplished something remarkable...
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Do Students Need Facts or Stories?

"I am not wise enough to say where the young can find what they need," Neil Postman wrote in 1989. But he had an idea about where to start.

by Will Gordon




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


Somehow, Neil Postman saw it coming. His 1985 book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, predicted that people would become so consumed by entertainment that they would be rendered unable to have serious discussions about serious issues. Postman was worried about television; he didn't live to see social media kick those fears into hyperdrive. Now Amusing Ourselves to Death has become a stock reference for commentators trying to explain life amid an onslaught of memes and influencers.

Although today Postman's name comes up mostly in relation to his critique of television, his writing on education is equally worth revisiting. In The Atlantic's December 1989 issue, he reviewed two books calling for a change in American pedagogy. Cultural Literacy, by E. D. Hirsch Jr., and The Closing of the American Mind, by Allan Bloom, were both unlikely best sellers, featuring dense passages on why the nation's youth were failing and what to do about it. Hirsch, then an English professor at the University of Virginia, argued that schools focused too much on teaching how to learn rather than what to learn. By absorbing hard facts, he thought, students would better understand references in texts, which would in turn boost their reading comprehension.

Bloom, a University of Chicago professor, was alarmed by the popularity of "relativism" among college students. If all principles and societal customs were arbitrary products of history, they couldn't be judged and must be held equal. Bloom felt that students must shed their faith in relativism so they could grasp clear, absolute truths. The critic Camille Paglia described the book as "the first shot in the culture wars." It sold more than 1.2 million copies.

Postman dissects each of their arguments, picking out flaws and using them to his own ends. "Hirsch believes he is offering a solution to a problem when in fact he is only raising a question," he writes. "Bloom suggests an answer to Hirsch's question for reasons that are not entirely clear to him but are, of course, to me." (Postman deploys sarcasm the way John Grisham deploys suspense.) Hirsch's "solution" was a roughly 5,000-item list of names, places, and other trivia that he believed literate Americans should know. But to Postman, the issue was not that students lacked information; it was that there was too much of it. Cable television was becoming a prominent force in American life. Twenty-three percent of households subscribed to basic cable in 1980; the number would go up to almost 60 percent by 1990. CNN, the first 24-hour news network, was changing how people consumed journalism. In 1982, an average of 5.8 million households a week watched the channel. Postman writes:

From millions of sources all over the globe, through every possible channel and medium--light waves, airwaves, ticker tapes, computer banks, telephone wires, television cables, printing presses--information pours in ... Clearly, we are swamped by information. Drowning in it. Overwhelmed by it ... How can we help our students to organize information? How can we help them to sort the relevant from the irrelevant? How can we help them to make better use of information? How can we keep them from being driven insane by information?


Bloom, Postman thought, had the answer--sort of. "Although he does not seem to know it, Bloom is arguing that students need stories, narratives, tales, theories (call them what you will), that can serve as moral and intellectual frameworks," Postman writes. "Without such frameworks, we have no way of knowing what things mean."

Here is where Postman seems prescient once again--or, at least, shows us how history has boomeranged. He writes that people and nations require stories, ways of understanding themselves as they're bombarded by data points. He sensed that Americans had lost faith in their nation's story, and that young people no longer believed in the stories previous generations offered them. Today, information, accurate or not, is more accessible than ever. Log on to social media, and you'll find a feed swarming with news, real and fake. Ask a large language model for clarity, and it might hallucinate. And the national story feels more fractured than it was in the 1980s. Debates rage over how the United States remembers its past and thinks of its place in the world; fights over insufficient civics instruction, book bans, and classical education fill op-ed pages.

"Americans rely on their schools," Postman wrote in his 1995 book, The End of Education, "to express their vision of who they are, which is why they are usually arguing over what happens in school." In his 1989 Atlantic article, he avoids outlining his vision: "I am not wise enough to say where the young can find what they need." Instead, he reminds his readers why, confronted with an unrelenting flow of information, they need a vision--some kind of narrative, a way to reach into the rapids, sift through the dregs, and give meaning to what remains.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/06/do-students-need-facts-or-stories/678614/?utm_source=feed
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Animal Behavior's Biggest Taboo Is Softening

Anthropomorphism, long considered a cardinal sin among researchers, is making a slow comeback.

by Katherine J. Wu






At the start of Elizabeth Hobson's career as an ecologist, she knew to stick to one rule: Never anthropomorphize the animals you study.



For plenty of people, assigning human characteristics to another living creature feels natural enough that we do it as a matter of course. But to many scientists who study animal behavior, anthropomorphism is a cardinal sin, and suggesting that a researcher has tiptoed in that direction is tantamount to saying they've resorted to uninformed speculation. Hobson, who studies birds at the University of Cincinnati, told me that when she was trying to get a foothold in her field, the mere accusation of anthropomorphism might have been enough to ruin her credibility.

But in recent years, a slow revolution has been unfolding among a contingent of animal-behavior researchers who argue that our impulses about other species, rooted in our own experiences of the world, are scientifically useful. Other animals do share our physiologies, habitats, and genes (to varying degrees); if anthropomorphism draws on those commonalities, it offers legitimate, testable ideas about other creatures' experiences. For many animals, there's even "a good case to be made that it's the right approach to assume, until we know otherwise, that there's similarity," Amy Parish, a primatologist at the University of Southern California, told me. Besides, the idea that anthropomorphism, so ingrained in human nature, can be fully stamped out is a myth, Ambika Kamath, a behavioral ecologist who's writing a book about animal behavior, said. If anthropomorphism can't be eradicated, perhaps it can be tamed by scientists who learn to wield it wisely.



Read: Do animals have fun?



Just 150 years ago, many naturalists took for granted that animals could and should be much like us. Darwin described disappointment in dogs and cunning in cobras, and argued that there existed "no fundamental difference between man and the higher mammals in their mental faculties." His protege George Romanes wrote of rooks putting a jackdaw on trial, a pet snake that died from shock upon glimpsing its ailing master, a monkey guilt-tripping the hunter who shot it by smearing its hand with blood.



By the late 1800s, other scientists had begun to loudly protest these accounts, and called for a new era of behavioral research, ruled by empirical observations and only the most irrefutable evidence. Anthropomorphism became regarded as lazy; today, researchers such as Clive Wynne, a behavioral scientist at Arizona State University, contend that it amounts to "short-circuiting the real work of doing science."



But that position had its shortcomings, too, Gordon Burghardt, an ethologist at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, told me. Researchers focused only on external observations have dismissed (and still do dismiss) the possibility that animals might have tough-to-quantify emotions or complex internal lives. Rather than friendships, animals have affiliative relationships. They could experience only fear-like and anxiety-like responses; what looked like alarm was a creature perceiving a flight-eliciting stimulus. Laughter, too, was euphemized as "positive affective vocal responses to tickling," or simply put in quotes. Even the idea of pain in other animals became controversial, with some scientists chalking up the jerks and twitches of creatures experiencing physical harm to reflexes. To this day, Margaret Gruen, a veterinarian and animal behaviorist at North Carolina State University, encounters colleagues who refuse to use the term suffering for other species.



But even with the moratorium on anthropomorphism, scientists were still letting human hang-ups shape their work. Researchers took decades to come around to the notion that bonobo societies were ruled by female dominance, Parish, who studies the apes, told me. And some have dismissed same-sex relationships in other creatures as paradoxical or maladaptive, Kamath said--despite evidence supporting the notion that those behaviors do come with benefits, such as improving social relationships among bonobos and dolphins.



Read: Surprise! Snakes have clitorises



Some scientists have now come to think that stamping out anthropomorphism was never feasible. The inclination for humans to see themselves in their surroundings is too automatic, Esmeralda Urquiza-Haas, a cognitive scientist in Austria who has studied the basis for anthropomorphism, told me. People see faces in architectural features; they give cars and  boats pronouns, and assign personalities and motivations to shapes moving across a screen. Anthropomorphism may just be a natural part of being a social creature, anticipating and inferring the motivations of others we interact with, including those of different species.



And the more that scientists have studied animal behavior, the more they have had to admit that other creatures are "more like us than we used to give them credit for," Joshua Plotnik, a psychologist at Hunter College, told me. Octopuses can use tools; wasps can distinguish faces; orcas cooperate to hunt seals. Orangutans can tease; ravens exhibit self-restraint; dolphins even have a way to call each other by name. Humans, too, are animals, Burghardt said. So why wouldn't it be the case that many of our traits--down to our motivations and needs--are shared across other life forms? To deny other animals that possibility would be its own fundamental error.



Read: Great apes know just how much to annoy one another



"The pressure to avoid anthropomorphism at all costs has lessened," Plotnik told me. His current studies on elephants, which delve into concepts such as cognition and intelligence, would probably have gotten him laughed out of most psychology departments several decades ago. Now, though, many academics are comfortable describing his study animals as clever, cooperative, and capable of thinking and feeling. This more permissive environment does put that much more pressure on researchers to weigh exactly how and where they're applying anthropomorphism--and to do so responsibly. But it's also an important opportunity "to use our anthropomorphic lens carefully," Kwasi Wrensford, a behavioral biologist at the University of British Columbia, told me.



Anthropomorphism can sometimes be spot-on. The key, Plotnik said, is actually gathering the evidence to back up your hunch. That's become one of the basic tenets of what Burghardt calls critical anthropomorphism--using anthropomorphic tendencies as fodder for generating hypotheses that can then be tested. Plotnik, for instance, has shown that elephants can console each other, by documenting how they proactively caress other individuals showing signs of distress. Other scientists have found that bonobos are capable of foresight, by showing that the apes will stash tools that aren't useful to them in the present but will become handy in the future. Still others have found that crows can remember individual faces--by donning rubber masks, temporarily trapping individual crows, and recording the birds later scolding people who are wearing the same getup. No single study will ever be airtight, and "plenty of people will never accept it regardless of how much objective evidence you give," Plotnik told me. But the foundations for these findings may be stronger than they've ever been.



And when hypotheses do turn out to be wrong, as hypotheses sometimes are, these same careful experiments can leave scientists with new ideas, rather than back at square one. Alexandra Horowitz, a canine-cognition researcher at Barnard College, told me that she was in part inspired to run an experiment a few years ago by a sentiment many pet owners share: that dogs get a guilty look when they realize they've done something bad. But her research showed that the remorseful gaze was actually sparked by their owners' chastising--"better understood as a really good reading of us," Horowitz told me, than an understanding of right and wrong.



Plus, allowing for a degree of anthropomorphism can free scientists to describe their findings in less stilted ways. At the University of Cincinnati, researchers in Hobson's lab debated how to describe the concerted aggression they observed when a high-ranking monk parakeet vanished from a social group, then attempted to reintegrate. They worried at first that the word bullying would project middle-school-esque dynamics onto the birds--the popular kids snubbing a former member of their circle because "we hate you now," Hobson said. But the term was also excellent shorthand to describe what the birds were doing. "We're just careful to define exactly what we mean," she said: "an increase in aggression towards a specific individual from all the other birds in the group."



Plenty of researchers, Wynne included, remain skeptical that anthropomorphism can accomplish net good. Even if there's evidence to back the notion that an animal experiences, say, shyness, defaulting to that answer might stop scientists from finding additional, less intuitive explanations. Anthropomorphism can also narrow the lens through which researchers view other species, many of which are capable of some very nonhuman feats: Bats echolocate; birds use quantum effects to navigate; bees can sense electric fields; mosquitoes can see in infrared. Project too much of what we do, and scientists will miss the ways in which other animals experience the world. "I find it very disappointing to keep looking for ourselves wherever we go," Wynne told me.



Read: How animals perceive the world



Many scientists are now trying to guard against these types of errors--following intuitions about animals' cognitive complexity, but searching for answers through means that aren't just primarily suited to us. Gruen's work in cats, for instance, has found that feline pain manifests not as moaning and groaning, but as subtle changes in daily routine, including whether the animal has gotten worse at leaping onto high surfaces, or is hesitating to climb stairs. At the Max Planck Institute of Animal Behaviour, Alex Jordan's lab is trying to confirm interpretations of certain cichlid behaviors by directly including the perspectives of the fish. To test whether a certain behavior is a threat display, for instance, the researchers use artificial intelligence to generate moving avatars of the animals, Jordan told me, then play back that action to cichlids in the wild and in the lab to gauge if their response matches up.



In the same way that scientists could never be certain that they were completely stripping anthropomorphism from their studies, there is no guarantee that they're self-aware enough to catch themselves overusing it. We struggle enough to see the perspectives of other people; to do so with another creature, with its own sensory repertoire and its own evolutionary path, requires even greater leaps. Still, accepting the inevitability of anthropomorphism may be more responsible than insisting that it can be purged, Kamath told me. Researchers who do the latter may risk something worse: a false sense of their work's objectivity.


 Detachment, after all, shouldn't always be the goal. Rejecting anthropomorphism too vehemently "can justify doing ethically questionable things," Wrensford said: treating animals without mercy, or as expendable obstacles to our goals. The value of other species shouldn't be  dictated only by how much they resemble us. But by ignoring all instincts to think of them like ourselves, we lose our best shot at empathy.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/06/new-anthropomorphism/678611/?utm_source=feed
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China Is Losing the Chip War

Xi Jinping picked a fight over semiconductor technology--one he can't win.

by Michael Schuman




In an April phone conversation, Chinese leader Xi Jinping issued a stern admonition to President Joe Biden. Washington's ban on the export of American advanced microchips and other sanctions designed "to suppress China's trade and technology development" are "creating risks." If Biden "is adamant on containing China's high-tech development," the official Chinese readout went on, Beijing "is not going to sit back and watch."

Biden has been robust in his response. The ban, he told Xi, was necessary to protect American national security. "He said, 'Why?'" Biden recently recounted. "I said, 'Because you use it for all the wrong reasons, so you're not going to get those advanced computer chips.'"

Imagine for a moment how humiliating that exchange must have been for Xi Jinping. Xi is not supposed to suffer such indignities. His propaganda machine portrays him as an all-knowing sage who will lead China to a new era of global greatness. His word is practically law, and such a warning as he gave Biden would have induced fear and obedience among his compatriots. Yet the American leader not only stood firm; he even went on to lecture the Chinese dictator.

Xi is only too aware that the United States stands in the way of his grand ambitions for Chinese hegemony. His desperate desire to break free from American global power motivates much of his policy: his partnership with Russian President Vladimir Putin, his campaign for economic self-reliance, the expansion of China's nuclear arsenal. As yet, though, China can't shake off Washington's sway. China still needs the dollar, American capital, and the U.S. global-security system to sustain its own rise.

And perhaps nothing encapsulates Xi's predicament better than the microchip. Xi needs the smallest and fastest chips to fulfill his dream of transforming China into a technology powerhouse. But China doesn't make them. Nor does China make the immensely complex equipment needed to manufacture them. For that, Xi must rely on the U.S. and its allies--and their willingness to share the technology.

But those nations are no longer willing. Amid intensifying competition, Biden exploited American dominance in semiconductors to gain an advantage and hold back China's technological and economic progress. The chip tells us a lot about the true balance of power between the U.S. and China, and the difficulties Xi faces in his efforts to tip that balance his way.

Xi gambled that he could partner with Russia and Iran, undermine the U.S.-led global order, and build a military designed to challenge American power--do all that and still benefit from the U.S. technology the Chinese economy needs to advance his ambitions. Perhaps he believed that capitalist greed would override national-security concerns, or thought he could rely on inaction from a divided and preoccupied Washington. Perhaps, too, he underestimated the complexities of the semiconductor industry and what it would take to develop the chips China needs.

Whatever Xi's assumptions, he picked a chip war with a superior power before he had the armory to wage it.

Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves

China has been catching up with the U.S. and other advanced economies in many sectors, including telecommunications, green energy, and high-speed trains. In semiconductors, however, China still lags. American companies command half of the global chip market compared with China's 7 percent, according to the Washington-based Semiconductor Industry Association in 2023. 

The U.S. advantage is most pronounced at the technology's frontier: the powerful chips that drive the industries of the future, such as artificial intelligence. The newest AI chip developed by the U.S. giant Nvidia is 16 times faster than the one currently sold by the Chinese telecom company Huawei Technologies.

The lead held by the U.S. and its partners over China is even wider in the equipment needed to manufacture advanced chips. The best machinery a Chinese company can produce makes chips that are 28 nanometers wide; the industry's cutting-edge equipment can make 2-nanometer chips.

Closing this gap was always going to be tough for China. Semiconductors are very challenging to manufacture, which is why only a handful of companies around the world excel at doing so. Biden made the task even more onerous. In 2022, his administration barred U.S. companies from selling the most advanced chips and chip-making equipment to China without a special license, effectively isolating the Chinese tech sector. Biden also persuaded its allies Japan and the Netherlands--the two other leading sources of semiconductor machinery--to introduce their own bans. The Biden controls also prevent other foreign chip-making firms that use U.S. technology, such as the industry leader Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co., from producing advanced chips for Chinese firms.

The export controls "target all segments of the semiconductor value chain simultaneously," Gregory Allen, the director of the Wadhwani Center for AI and Advanced Technologies at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me. That's why Xi will find Biden's policy "extremely difficult to overcome."

The White House stresses that the controls are meant not to impede Chinese economic development but to ensure American security. Advanced chips can be used to upgrade Chinese military capabilities, which is obviously contrary to Washington's interests. But the controls will also have a wider, potentially damaging effect on China's tech sector, and thus the country's economic future. They could, for instance, hamper progress in AI by depriving Chinese firms of the fastest chips.

Xi's warning to Biden was merely his latest attempt to get the controls lifted. His government has protested them as unjust and tried to make their removal a condition for improved relations. A day after the ban was announced, China's foreign ministry accused Washington of "abusing export-control measures to wantonly block and hobble Chinese enterprises." The spokesperson went on to argue that "by politicizing tech and trade issues and using them as a tool and weapon," the U.S. "will only hurt and isolate itself when its action backfires."

Biden's response was to place even tighter restrictions on the sale of AI chips to China last October. The Chinese can keep protesting, but "there is nothing they can say that will make a difference," Allen told me. "These export controls are not designed to be part of some tit-for-tat horse trading." Instead, he said, "they are designed to work."

And they do. The restrictions on chip-making equipment have very likely prevented Chinese companies from producing super-small semiconductors for the immediate future. The loss of American AI chips is probably also slowing the advance of large language models and other AI development in China.

The longer these controls remain in place, the more painful they will become. As the U.S. chips and equipment that China does have become obsolete and cannot be replaced, its companies will have an even harder time competing with American rivals for the fastest and best technology.

"Export controls are like throwing a wrench in the gears of China's chip industry," Jimmy Goodrich, a senior adviser to the Rand Corporation on technology and China, told me. Over time, China will encounter "more and more challenges in maintaining the pace of innovation," he said, "and with the rest of the world moving quickly on the innovation ladder, there will be a larger and larger gap" between the Chinese and American tech sectors.

Read: The U.S. has a microchip problem. Safeguarding Taiwan is the solution.

Xi's only way to slip Washington's grip is for China to manufacture the technology itself. A decade ago, he launched a campaign to replace chips brought from American companies by developing a homegrown semiconductor industry, and his government has spent hundreds of billions of dollars to make that happen.

Yet Xi has fallen short. In 2015, he set a target of making China 70 percent self-sufficient in chips by 2025, a goal he probably won't come close to meeting. The usually boastful Communist Party-run news outlet Global Times projected that self-sufficiency reached 30 percent last year.

Production targets alone are almost meaningless; the bigger question is whether China can manufacture cutting-edge chips. On that, Beijing has made progress. For the first time, Huawei this year caught the wary eye of Nvidia, which designated the Shenzhen-based company a "competitor." And last September, Huawei created a stir by unveiling a new smartphone, the Mate 60 Pro, that has an advanced, 7-nanometer chip--a breakthrough for China. The Chinese public, egged on by state-controlled media, heralded the phone as a nationalist triumph. An image of U.S. Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo (who is responsible for implementing the export controls) doctored to show her as a Huawei brand ambassador was passed around on Chinese social media.

In fact, the Huawei chip demonstrated how effective Washington's sanctions are. The 7-nanometer chip still trails the global industry. Taiwan's TSMC is already mass-producing a 3-nanometer chip. Huawei's touted triumph was even a step backwards. Five years ago, the company, which has been under U.S. sanctions that came into effect in 2019, was getting a 5-nanometer chip from a partnership with TSMC.

But now cut off from TSMC's services, Huawei has been forced to produce inferior chips in Chinese foundries that are unable to manufacture more advanced chips. In response to my questions, the company did not comment on the specifics of its chip operations but acknowledged that "we still have serious challenges ahead," and it noted that "technology restrictions and trade barriers continue to have an impact on the world."

Facing this technology deficit, Xi's state-heavy methods offer no guarantee of breakthroughs. One of the main investment programs, known as the Big Fund, has been embroiled in corruption scandals--several of its managers are subject to a highly embarrassing anti-graft investigation. In addition, the subsidies have encouraged Chinese companies to build factories that manufacture legacy chips, using older technology, and has led to fears that China could flood the global market, leading Biden to announce in May that the U.S. will double the tariff on imported Chinese semiconductors from 25 to 50 percent by next year.

Perhaps the most damaging error of Xi's preference for state control is to undermine innovation in China's private sector. In his quest to consolidate power, Xi has harassed prominent tech companies and entrepreneurs, including Alibaba founder Jack Ma. That hostile environment in Xi's China is competing with a talent-rich, firmly established, and well-remunerated ecosystem in the U.S., where innovation is driven by entrepreneurial zeal.

Xi has instead fostered a business climate in which "you don't want to be too successful," Andrew Harris, the deputy chief economist at the U.K.-based research firm Fathom Financial Consulting, told me. "There is always this implicit option that the state can requisition your technology," and that acts as "a massive disincentive" to be creative.

China may never match, let alone surpass, the United States in chips. By the time Chinese companies reach one goal, their foreign competitors have moved further ahead. "That's constantly a struggle that any latecomer has to deal with," Rand's Goodrich told me. "You're trying to close the gap, but the gap is constantly moving forward."

A recent report by the Semiconductor Industry Association and Boston Consulting Group forecasts that China will manufacture domestically only 2 percent of the world's advanced chips in 2032. "Ten years ago, they were two generations behind. Five years ago, they were two generations behind, and now they're still two generations behind," G. Dan Hutcheson, the vice-chair of the research firm TechInsights, told me. "The harder they run, they just stay in place."

Michael Schuman: Why Biden's block on chips to China is a big deal

In Beijing's telling, Washington's actions are those of a rich hegemon keeping its boot on the throat of a poorer nation pursuing its own development. But the reality Xi faces is that the U.S. has no obligation to share its technology with other countries--and that's especially true of China, which has become a more and more adversarial competitor.

Now China faces the daunting task of building a single-nation chip supply chain in an otherwise highly globalized industry. That the Chinese economy can excel at every link of that chain seems highly improbable. Goodrich believes that the cost of trying to do so could run to $1 trillion. Lacking their competitors' equipment and experience, domestic producers would operate at higher cost and less efficiency, and so could export only with continued, heavy state subvention. Already, Hutcheson estimates that advanced chips cost as much as five times more to make in China as those manufactured by Taiwan's TSMC.

Xi's strategy has little economic rationale--in fact, he has made China's economic progress harder than it had to be. "The sense it makes is from a national-security perspective," Hutcheson said. But that's true only because Xi's premise is that cooperation with the U.S. is contrary to China's national interests. The evidence available so far from the chip war suggests that China's continued ascent would have been better served if Xi had maintained a partnership with Washington.

Instead, China must bear the immense financial burden of re-creating at home what it could have acquired abroad--and even then, it is not likely to benefit as much as it could have from emerging technology compared with other major economies with access to the best the world has to offer. Xi not only has hampered Beijing's attainment of great-power status, but has actually achieved the reverse: By choosing a China hostile to the U.S., he now leads a weaker China.
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What Trump's Total GOP Control Means Next

Republicans' denunciations of a "rigged" trial have ushered in a dangerous new era of absolute loyalty to the leader.

by Ronald Brownstein




The sweeping attacks from Republican elected officials against former President Donald Trump's conviction on 34 felony counts last week send a clear signal that if he wins a second term, he will face even less internal resistance from the GOP than he did during his first four years in the White House.

Republican pushback was rare enough in his first term, against even Trump's most extreme ideas and actions, but it did exist in pockets of Congress and among appointees inside his own administration with roots in the party's prior traditions. The willingness now of so many House and Senate Republicans, across the GOP's ideological spectrum, to unreservedly echo Trump's denunciation of his conviction shows that the flickers of independence that flashed during his first term have been virtually extinguished as he approaches a possible second term.

The strong message of the near-universal Republican condemnation of the verdict is that "Donald Trump owns the Republican Party," the political scientist Susan Stokes, who directs the Chicago Center on Democracy at the University of Chicago, told me. "That means he can pretty much force the rest of the party leadership, if they see their future in the party, to toe the line, no matter what."

GOP elected officials are aligning obediently behind Trump even as numerous signs suggest that the Supreme Court's Republican-appointed majority, and other GOP-appointed judges in the federal courts, may be more willing than in his first term to openly defend and enable his actions. And all of these indications of Trump's tightening grip over Republicans in the electoral and legal arenas follow his description of a second-term agenda that pushes more aggressively against the limits of law and custom on presidential power.

That combination points to a possible second Trump term defined by both fewer constraints and more challenges to the traditional constitutional order. "What should most alarm Americans who believe that somehow 'the system will hold' is that for all the red hats and red ties Republican electeds don to appease their leader, they seem to have no red lines," Deana El-Mallawany, a senior counsel for the bipartisan group Protect Democracy, told me in an email. "Which suggests that the most radical things Trump has hinted at--being a dictator (for a day), tearing up the constitution--which seem unthinkable today could just as easily come to pass in the very near future."

David A. Graham: Guilty on all counts

Trump's most loyal defenders have vied to denounce the New York verdict most extravagantly. Senator Marco Rubio of Florida took an early lead by equating it to a "show trial" in "communist countries." But Rubio has had plenty of competition: Senator Ted Cruz of Texas likened the trial to proceedings in "banana republics." Senator Mike Lee of Utah has gotten about a dozen other GOP senators to sign a letter pledging to use procedural tools to snarl all action in the chamber to protest the verdict. House Speaker Mike Johnson has similarly promised to use "everything in our arsenal" against the decision; Representative Jim Jordan, the chair of the House Judiciary Committee, who has already launched investigations against all of the prosecutors who have indicted Trump, has demanded that New York prosecutors appear at a hearing on the case next week. Other Trump allies have insisted that state and local Republican attorneys general and district attorneys manufacture indictments against Democratic politicians in retaliation.

Strikingly, several of the Republicans denouncing the decision have argued that not only were Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg and Judge Juan Merchan biased against Trump, but the Manhattan jury of ordinary citizens was as well. "The partisan slant of this jury pool shows why we ought to litigate politics at the ballot box and not in the courtroom," Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, one of Trump's most unconditional defenders, insisted in his statement immediately after the verdict.

Juries "have been sacrosanct in our democracy," and the fact that so many prominent Republicans "are just prepared to treat them as Democratic operatives rather than members of a community that have judged Trump guilty of 34 felonies," Fred Wertheimer, the founder and president of Democracy 21, a government-ethics watchdog group, told me, "tells us even more than what Trump himself has told us about what will happen in a Trump presidency. These elected officials are wide open to accepting an autocracy."

The breadth of the Republican rejection of the verdict has been as emphatic as its depth. The criticism has come not only from reflexive Trump defenders such as Vance and Rubio, but from others who had previously kept somewhat more distance from the former president. They include several congressional Republicans, such as Mike Lawler and Marc Molinaro, who represent House districts carried by President Joe Biden, as well as Senator Susan Collins of Maine, who voted to convict Trump after his impeachment over the January 6 riot.

When former Maryland Governor Larry Hogan, now the GOP's Senate nominee in the state, declared last week that Americans should respect the results of the legal process, Trump's daughter-in-law Lara Trump, newly installed as the co-chair of the Republican National Committee, and the Trump campaign strategist Chris LaCivita both immediately portrayed Hogan as an apostate who should be shunned. Hogan "doesn't deserve the respect of anyone in the Republican Party at this point, and quite frankly, anybody in America," Lara Trump declared on CNN on Sunday.

To former Republican Representative Charlie Dent, now the executive director and vice president of the congressional program at the Aspen Institute, such attacks on Hogan--and the paucity of Republicans defending him--are the most ominous aspects of the party backlash. Hogan, Dent points out, is seeking a Senate seat in a strongly Democratic-leaning state where an undeniable political imperative to establish his independence from Trump applies. That GOP leaders are willing to assail Hogan for creating any distance from Trump even in such a race, Dent told me, shows that personal fealty has eclipsed all other party priorities--including winning elections and majorities.

"What Lara Trump is essentially saying is it's really only about her father-in-law," he told me. "It's about pledging a loyalty oath to one man regardless of the electoral outcome."

Dent views the GOP response to the verdict as an early warning that the pressure for lockstep congressional loyalty will be even more intense in a second Trump term than his first. "Whatever the issue is, if they are in the majority, he is going to expect all of them just to carry his water, no matter how dirty it is," said Dent, who also serves as a senior adviser to Our Republican Legacy, a group recently launched by several former GOP senators critical of Trump. "The truth is, if there is a Republican [House] majority after this election, it will be a very slim one. So he won't permit any deviation on virtually anything."

Leslie Dach, a senior adviser to the liberal-leaning Congressional Integrity Project, points out that virtually all of the congressional Republicans who resisted Trump during his first term--including Liz Cheney and Mitt Romney--either have left or are leaving Congress. Though much less outspoken, Senator Mitch McConnell and former Speaker Paul Ryan, who led the Republican congressional majorities when Trump was first elected in 2017, were also cool to him in their own ways. With Johnson established as speaker and McConnell stepping down as Senate minority leader, both the congressional GOP's rank and file and its leadership are certain to be more deferential to a reelected Trump. "There's an arms race among these Republicans to be the leader of the Trump pack," Dach told me.

The prospect that the GOP Congress would be more subservient to Trump in a second term could be especially consequential because he is proposing so many policies that will push against legal and political boundaries. Trump has pledged to use the Justice Department to pursue "retribution" against his political opponents and has not ruled out firing U.S. attorneys who refuse his orders to pursue specific prosecutions; repeatedly promised a mass deportation effort against undocumented migrants that could involve deploying the National Guard from red states to blue cities; threatened to deploy the National Guard in Democratic-run cities to fight crime, even over the objections of state and municipal officials; promised unilateral military action inside Mexico against drug cartels, with or without permission from its government; repeatedly suggested he would restore his policy of separating migrant children from their parents at the border; and indicated that he will step back from America's traditional alliances, by distancing the U.S. from NATO as well as by pressuring Ukraine to quickly accept a settlement with Russia. He has even dangled the possibility of seeking a third presidential term, which the Constitution explicitly prohibits.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump stumped

After the GOP's latest demonstration of loyalty to Trump, what, if anything, on that list might generate meaningful resistance from congressional Republicans is unclear, especially if they control both legislative chambers after November's election, which is a real possibility if Trump wins. Dent told me that pressuring Ukraine into an early settlement, which would almost certainly involve leaving Russia in control of large swaths of the country, might spur resistance from many congressional Republicans. Some, he predicts, might also resist if a reelected Trump pursued his promise to again seek a repeal of the Affordable Care Act. But mostly, Dent said, "the more pragmatic members in those marginal districts will be seen as the heretics if they don't toe the line. They will not be permitted the luxury of dissent. All these members are going to be under terrible pressure to vote for every bad idea Trump has."

Trump's success at rallying congressional Republicans behind his claim that his trial was "rigged" already suggests that large numbers of them may support him if he loses in November but claims that this year's election, too, was stolen from him. Several senior Republicans have pointedly refused to commit to accepting the result, and Johnson--who led an effort to enlist congressional Republicans in backing a lawsuit to overturn the 2020 election--has joined Trump in amplifying groundless claims that large numbers of noncitizens could taint the November result.

In 2022, the House and Senate approved, and Biden signed, revisions to the 19th-century Electoral Count Act that make it more difficult for Congress to object to the certification of the presidential election. That followed the effort of nearly two-thirds of House Republicans to throw out the 2020 election results from several swing states that voted for Biden. Among other things, the new law requires more House members to sign on to a challenge to a state certification before it can be considered, while also requiring a majority in both legislative chambers to approve any challenge.

But even these safeguards leave open a straightforward path for Trump's congressional allies. In the entirely plausible scenario that Republicans win both chambers in November, while Trump loses to Biden, the GOP could still reject the election results by a simple majority vote in both the House and Senate. "At some point, the rule of law depends on key institutional actors being willing to follow it," Jessica Marsden, who oversees Protect Democracy's work on elections, told me, and the reaction to the Trump verdict shows "a real willingness among the current Republican Party to throw the rule of law under the bus."

Any challenge from Trump or his allies to this year's election results will provide another test for the federal courts. Along with the Supreme Court, lower courts sweepingly rejected the attempts by Trump and his associates to overturn the 2020 election results. That followed a Trump first term in which the Supreme Court often sided with Trump but at times rebuffed him (for instance, by ruling on procedural grounds against his attempt to require a citizenship question on the census).

But almost all of those Supreme Court decisions were rendered while Republican appointees held a narrower, 5-4 majority. The GOP-appointed majority expanded to 6-3 when Amy Coney Barrett succeeded the late Ruth Bader Ginsburg just before the 2020 election, and court watchers point to signs that this bigger Republican majority may be more inclined to rule in Trump's favor.

Most telling has been the Court's slow timeline for deciding on Trump's claim of absolute presidential immunity, which has virtually eliminated the possibility that he will face a trial before the next election on the charge that he attempted to subvert the last one. And when the matter is finally decided, a ruling even partially upholding Trump's claim could embolden him to stretch the bounds of executive authority in a second term.

Compounding concerns about the Court's slow pace in the immunity case have been the allegations of bias on the issue swirling around Justices Samuel Alito and Clarence Thomas, as well as Chief Justice John Roberts's categorical dismissal of demands for the justices to recuse themselves from the proceedings. All of this has occurred as Aileen Cannon, a Trump appointee, has stalled the Justice Department's classified-documents case against Trump.

"The conventional wisdom after 2020 was the courts held, and that's true," Stokes, at the Chicago Center on Democracy, told me. "On the other hand, as with Judge Cannon in Florida, we are seeing the effect of the Trump federal-court appointees kicking in, and with the Supreme Court participating in the slow-walking [of the immunity case], I don't think we can count on the courts in the same way."

Stokes said that efforts by autocratic leaders to diminish the power of the nation's highest court are typical in countries experiencing an erosion of democracy. The U.S. is experiencing a distinct variation on that model, with everything indicating that the highest court itself, she said, "has become more partisan and more aligned" with Trump's movement. If Trump wins and pursues even a portion of the agenda he has outlined, she told me, "we're facing the scenario where we can't count on the legislative branch and we can't count on the courts" to defend constitutional principles.

McKay Coppins: The most consequential TV show in history

Maybe the most revealing moment in the entire GOP eruption against the Trump verdict came last week, when Johnson reassured his Fox News hosts during an interview that he expected the Supreme Court to eventually overturn the conviction. "I think that the justices on the Court--I know many of them personally--I think they are deeply concerned about that, as we are," the House speaker said. "So I think they'll set this straight."

Johnson later clarified that he had not personally spoken with any of the justices about the Trump verdict, but that only magnified the import of his initial words--revealing the extent to which he considered the GOP-appointed justices part of the Republican team, receptive to the leadership's signals about the actions it expects. Right now, the clearest signal is that the leadership expects all Republicans to lock arms around Trump, no matter what he has done in the past or plans for the future. "The guardrails," said Dach of the Congressional Integrity Project, "are gone."
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Canada's Extremist Attack on Free Speech

A bill making its way through the Canadian Parliament would impose draconian criminal penalties on hate speech and curtail people's liberty in order to stop crimes they haven't yet committed.

by Conor Friedersdorf




In 1984, George Orwell coined the term thoughtcrime. In the short story "The Minority Report," the science-fiction author Philip K. Dick gave us the concept of "precrime," describing a society where would-be criminals were arrested before they could act. Now Canada is combining the concepts in a work of dystopian nonfiction: A bill making its way through Parliament would impose draconian criminal penalties on hate speech and curtail people's liberty in order to stop future crimes they haven't yet committed.

The Online Harms Act states that any person who advocates for or promotes genocide is "liable to imprisonment for life." It defines lesser "hate crimes" as including online speech that is "likely to foment detestation or vilification" on the basis of race, religion, gender, or other protected categories. And if someone "fears" they may become a victim of a hate crime, they can go before a judge, who may summon the preemptively accused for a sort of precrime trial. If the judge finds "reasonable grounds" for the fear, the defendant must enter into "a recognizance."

A recognizance is no mere promise to refrain from committing hate crimes. The judge may put the defendant under house arrest or electronic surveillance and order them to abstain from alcohol and drugs. Refusal to "enter the recognizance" for one year results in 12 months in prison.

This is madness.

The proposed law, the result of efforts that began in 2019 after a terrorist attack in New Zealand, does many other things too. One section concerns the obligations of online platforms to police content. Another bears on the worthy goal of protecting children from viewing pornography and stopping the distribution of child-sexual-abuse material, raising the odds that the bill will pass with too little attention to its worst provisions. (In February, it passed its first reading in the House of Commons. Becoming law would require a second and third reading in that body, where amendments can be proposed; passage in the national Senate; and approval by the governor general.)

Even the bill's most Orwellian sections have powerful supporters. Justin Trudeau's government brought the bill before Parliament. Arif Virani, Canada's minister of justice and attorney general, is championing it. "We need the ability to stop an anticipated hate crime from occurring," he declared last week. "The Conservatives need to get on board. Now." According to The New York Times, some version of the bill is likely to pass, because "Trudeau's Liberal Party has an agreement with an opposition party to support government legislation."

Ali Breland: The MAGA internet calls for war

Just countries do not punish mere speech with imprisonment, let alone life imprisonment. Just countries do not order people who have not committed and are not even accused of a crime to be confined to their home or tracked with an ankle bracelet. I have reasonable grounds to fear that the Trudeau government is going to trample on the civil rights of Canadians. That is hardly sufficient to secure the house arrest of its officials.

Earlier this year, the Canadian Civil Liberties Association urged substantial amendments to the legislation. "The broad criminal prohibitions on speech in the bill risk stifling public discourse and criminalizing political activism," it warned. "The bill imposes draconian penalties for certain types of expression, including life imprisonment for a very broad and vaguely defined offence of 'incitement to genocide,' and 5 years of jail time for other broadly defined speech acts. This not only chills free speech but also undermines the principles of proportionality and fairness in our legal system."

But amendments would not go far enough. No one who favors allowing the state to imprison people for mere speech, or severely constraining a person's liberty in anticipation of alleged hate speech they have yet to utter, is fit for leadership in a liberal democracy. Every elected official who has supported the unamended bill should be ousted at the next opportunity by voters who grasp the fraught, authoritarian folly of this extremist proposal.
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You're Not Perfect

And that's great news.

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.

Imagine that you are feeling down and inadequate. Someone who loves you wants to help by saying something really affirming. How about: "You're perfect just the way you are"? That sounds nice!

In fact, this is perhaps the most insidious thing that people tell us--or that we tell ourselves--when we feel sad or insecure. It provokes enormous cognitive dissonance: "This is perfect?" you think (after the brief glow of the compliment wears off). And that suggests one of two logical conclusions: Either you face a bleak status quo with no hope of self-improvement, or the outside world must be to blame for your unhappiness. The first conclusion leads to utter darkness; the second to angry rebellion against a malevolent universe.

The truth is that you are not perfect, and neither is anyone else. And this is incredibly good news: If you can accept this reality, you will have hope of improving yourself and your life. Then you will be happier.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why it's nice to know you

We humans have a natural tendency to exaggerate our positive qualities, and compare ourselves favorably with others. This is called "self-enhancement bias," and it gives rise to all sorts of distortions in perception. Famously, back in the 1980s, researchers showed that up to 80 percent of motorists considered themselves to have above-average driving skills. If you're a regular driver, you have to know that this cannot be true--even if you persist in believing it about yourself.

People also tend to rate themselves more highly on positive moral traits: They are likely, for example, to see themselves as hard-working, honest, and warm. And they tend to rate other people higher on negative traits such as being lazy, cold, and insincere. This is especially true for young and middle-aged adults, who rank themselves as better-than-average on multiple measures.

One reason for this tendency is that it acts as protection against the mental pain that comes from negative comparisons with others. Neuroscientists writing in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences in 2013 used fMRI and PET scans to show that feeling superior to others stimulates dopamine release, which in turn suppresses activity in parts of the brain such as the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, a region associated with mental anguish.

Not surprisingly, people who don't exercise self-enhancement appear to suffer more than those who do. Although the direction of causality is not clear, some scholars have argued that people who assess themselves accurately tend to be those with mood disorders such as depression, a phenomenon known as "depressive realism."

Being told that you're wonderful, even perfect, plays into your need to enact self-enhancement. That is why your well-meaning loved one does it. You might do it to yourself; entire psychological techniques have been built upon our self-enhancement bias, such as self-talk to inflate one's esteem through positive affirmations. Al Franken performed a famous parody of this technique with his Saturday Night Live character Stuart Smalley, whose catchphrase was "I'm good enough, I'm smart enough, and doggone it, people like me!"

Although self-enhancement feels good in the short term, it is not a long-term solution to life's problems. Sooner or later, you're bound to be confronted with a painful adjustment to the truth. For instance, researchers writing in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology showed that when college students held an inflated view of their own academic ability, it enhanced their mood and positive affect--that is, they enjoyed happier feelings. But the illusion of superiority did not translate into better academic performance. In fact, the students tended to fail at their academic expectations, and that in part led to lower self-esteem over the long term.

All of this suggests a plausible pathway from our constantly praising others (especially kids) to boost their self-esteem in the short run to skyrocketing mood disorders among young adults in the long run. It also can explain why so many young people today wind up seeing the world as hostile: "If I'm wonderful, other people must be creating my problems." You can see how some would be set up to see their situation as bitter and unjust when confronted with a reality about their performance in school or at work that doesn't match their self-enhancement propaganda.

Arthur C. Brooks: What medieval mystics got right about life

So we face a dilemma in life: We want to feel better and make others feel better, but people's tendency to do so through self-enhancement is a short-lived solution with possibly enduring ultimate costs. Here are four things to tell ourselves and others that are healthier and more accurate.

1. You're not perfect, but you're normal.
 Rather than trying to extinguish negative emotions, start by emphasizing to yourself and others that you and they are normal in imperfection. Pain, whether physical or mental, is a sign that things are amiss. We typically interpret that as evidence that something about us is broken or abnormal. This is reinforced by a culture that tends to diagnose mental discomfort as a pathology necessitating treatment, rather than as a routine part of life. Of course, mental pain in the form of depression or anxiety can be a maladaptation or a condition that requires a therapeutic response. But mental and emotional pain per se are just about the most normal thing in life. If you never felt sad or inadequate, that would be pretty good evidence that something is wrong with you.

2. Accept yourself.
 Accepting your imperfections is healthier than trying to convince yourself that they don't exist. In fact, treating yourself with this kind of compassion--instead of condemnation or dishonesty--makes you more compassionate toward others. Researchers in 2020 found that when people accepted their own flaws, they became more tolerant of the flaws they perceived in their romantic partners and acquaintances. Accepting their own imperfections involved acknowledgment without judgment, recognition that making mistakes is only human, and mindful observation of pain.

3. Work to improve.
 To acknowledge that "I am flawed in this way right now" is not to say "I will always have this flaw." On the contrary, self-acceptance can and should facilitate improvement. If you have learned a second language as an adult, you know that accepting your early incompetence with good humor is extremely important--so that you have an incentive to improve and can practice the new language, making mistakes, without feeling embarrassed. But you should also resist self-enhancement: You won't make progress if you pretend you can already speak fluently. This applies to any inadequacy.

4. Resist blaming others.
 As we saw, the big problem with self-enhancement is being confronted with the painful reality of your imperfections in the long run. That is the moment when we note cognitive dissonance, in which two beliefs--I am excellent; I am not excellent--are in incompatible tension. This tension can stimulate an external explanation: that I am naturally excellent, for instance, but being thwarted in my efforts by outside forces or people. This can be true, but it tends to be simply another form of self-deception, one that leads to a lot of misery. Scholars have shown that people with a weak capacity for emotional self-regulation tend to blame others for their poor choices. This form of delusion can dispel bad feelings about oneself in the short term, but scholars recommend that owning one's decisions is a better long-term strategy to manage negative emotions.

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

One last suggestion: Reframe your imperfections, and others', not as failings but as interesting puzzles to solve. If you like puzzles, you may have noticed that you initially enjoy the ones that are simple to crack, but quickly get bored and look for trickier alternatives. But if they're too hard, you simply grow frustrated.

The same principle applies when you play a sport or learn an instrument. At every skill level, a golden mean exists between too easy and too hard. The zone of enjoyment moves up as you increase in skill and can tackle more difficulty. Life's challenges are like puzzles. My hunch is that a good deal of the present-day increases in unhappiness that researchers have identified derives from the fact that when we use self-enhancement to avoid the discomfort of struggle, we inadvertently get stuck below the zone of enjoyment in the fascinating game of self-improvement.

You don't need to make any improvements, because you're perfect already? How boring!
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A Supreme Court Ruling on Homelessness That's Both Crucial and Useless

<em>City of Grants Pass v. Johnson </em>skips over the real issues.

by Hanna Rosin




Later this summer, the Supreme Court will rule on City of Grants Pass v. Johnson, one of the most important cases on homelessness to come up in a long time. The court will decide whether someone can be fined, jailed, or ticketed for sleeping or camping in a public space when they're homeless and have nowhere else to go. In oral arguments, the justices engaged in a lively debate about the central legal issues: Are states criminalizing people for the act of sleeping outside or for their status of being homeless? Does arresting an unhoused person for sleeping outside constitute cruel and unusual punishment? Should federal justices even be addressing this issue, or is it more appropriate to leave up to local officials? One thing this landmark decision will not really address--the actual problem of homelessness.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Atlantic writer and Good on Paper host Jerusalem Demsas about City of Grants Pass v. Johnson and what it may or may not solve. Homelessness has exploded since the 1980s, mostly in cities where housing costs have gone up. Criminalizing--or not criminalizing--people sleeping in public does not change the fact that many people have nowhere to sleep, and that people who do have places to sleep can't help but notice that their cities have a huge homelessness problem.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Here is a basic American idea: If something is illegal, it has to be equally illegal for everyone.

So, sleeping: Can you arrest someone for sleeping in a public space? Meaning--could city officials agree to arrest people who fall asleep in public, as long as they say the law applies to everyone, equally, in the spirit of fairness?

That's one important thing that the Supreme Court is trying to figure out this summer.

[U.S. Supreme Court oral argument, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson]
 Sonya Sotomayor: And the police officers testified that that means that if a stargazer wants to take a blanket or a sleeping bag out at night to watch the stars and falls asleep, you don't arrest them. You don't arrest babies who have blankets over them. You don't arrest people who are sleeping on the beach, as I tend to do if I've been there a while. You only arrest people who don't have a second home. Is that correct?
 Theane Evangelis: Well--
 Sotomayor: Who don't have a home?
 Evangelis: So, no. These laws are generally applicable. They apply to everyone.
 Sotomayor: Yeah, that's what you want to say.


[Music]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. And today, we are talking about one of the most important cases for the rights of the unhoused in a long time.

[U.S. Supreme Court oral argument, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson]
 John Roberts: We'll hear arguments first this morning in Case 23-175, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson. Ms. Evangelis?
 Evangelis: Mr. Chief Justice, and may it please the court. Like cities nationwide, Grants Pass--


Rosin: In Grants Pass v. Johnson, the Supreme Court will rule later this summer on whether someone can be fined, jailed, or ticketed for sleeping or camping in a public space when they're homeless.

Are they being punished because they are sleeping--the action? Or are they being punished because they're homeless? And should cities be free to make these decisions for themselves?

[U.S. Supreme Court oral argument, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson]
 
 John Roberts: Municipalities have competing priorities. I mean, what if there are lead pipes in the water? Do you build the homeless shelter, or do you take care of the lead pipes? What if there aren't--isn't enough fire protection? Which one do you prioritize? Why would you think that these nine people are the best people to judge and weigh those policy judgments?


Rosin: So in a way, Grants Pass shines a big, bright spotlight on the real issue, which is that many city governments have made a series of decisions about housing over the last few decades that have resulted in a growing number of people who have nowhere to sleep.

Jerusalem Demsas: We've put a lot of power into the hands of local governments to decide who can and can't be somewhere, and what kinds of people can and can exist in different places.


Rosin: This is Atlantic writer Jerusalem Demsas. She thinks a lot about what's behind our policy dilemmas--housing is one of her obsessions. She also hosts The Atlantic's new policy podcast, Good on Paper.

Demsas: And so this kind of exclusion functions in so many different invisible ways. There are all these invisible jurisdictional lines that are affecting behavior, like what school was allowed to be built where 20 years ago. And thus, when your parents were looking for a place to live near a school, they generally were attracted to a certain set of neighborhoods. We think of these as free choices, but they're actually the choices that are handed down to us by government policy from decades ago.


Rosin: And when it comes to housing, these series of choices have created impossible situations. City governments have an interest in keeping the order. Local citizens need somewhere to sleep. These competing interests have been battling it out in a string of important court cases, like Martin v. Boise.

Demsas: In that case, six homeless people sued Boise, Idaho, because of an anti-camping ordinance. And they claimed that their constitutional rights were being violated because they were being told that they couldn't sleep in public, but there was nowhere for them to sleep. There were not housing shelters or things at capacity available for them. And so they said this is a violation of their civil rights, and the Ninth Circuit agreed with them.

And since then, the Ninth Circuit, of course, it covers a handful of states but really big ones that are at concern here, like California, for instance, which has the largest homeless population in the country. But, of course, other courts also pay attention and cite Martin v. Boise, as well. So this has become important to the whole country, even though this was just the Ninth Circuit case. So this has come before the Supreme Court before, and they have declined to listen to it.

But this time, in Grants Pass v. Johnson, they had oral argument. And what's at stake here is basically what kinds of things constitute cruel and unusual punishment. And already there's leeway given to local governments to have reasonable time restrictions and place restrictions on public land for where people can camp. But if the Supreme Court overturns Martin v. Boise and rules against the homeless individuals at play here, then basically what could happen is you could see a whole new raft of criminalization policies, of encampment sweeps without any concern for whether or not those people can actually go somewhere to sleep at night.

Rosin: Okay, so on one side, on the unhoused side, it's really clear what the interests are there. They're very basic. They're like, I have no place to go, and there isn't capacity in any shelter, and you are criminalizing just a basic life function of mine. What is the city's interest? What's Grants Pass or any of these cities--what's at stake on their side of things?

Demsas: Yeah. So Grants Pass, Oregon, is--I think people outside of Oregon think of it as a liberal state, but this is a pretty conservative county. The city of Grants Pass is a county seat. You have some liberal homeowners, but you also have a lot of clear conservatives, things like that. Oregon's a very idiosyncratic place, so just setting that context.

The entirety of the push towards criminalization begins because, in around 2013, they have this roundtable where they're trying to discuss how to get rid of vagrants or the problem of vagrancy. And so they begin really heavily ticketing, penalizing, fining people to get them out. And the problem, of course, in Grants Pass is there's basically one real shelter in Grants Pass, and it's what local journalists have referred to as a high-barrier shelter.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Demsas: And what that means is that they have requirements on someone to come in. You have requirements about attending daily Christian services. They have requirements around not using nicotine. They have requirements around not using any substances. They have prohibitions around interacting with the opposite sex. They have prohibitions around trans people or identifying as the opposite gender or wearing clothes that identify as the opposite gender.

So there's tons of restrictions. And that's a place where homeless research has been really clear: that if you make it really, really hard for people, it obviously raises the stakes for them. And if you're an individual who doesn't think that you're forever homeless--you think that you're just trying to figure it out right then, which is most people who are homeless (they don't expect to be homeless for decades)--then it's like, Oh, I'm not going to just stop speaking to my wife or my girlfriend. I'm not going to just separate from my dog. I'm not going to cold turkey nicotine, which is a very hard thing to do, you know? So it's a lot of things that make it really difficult in Grants Pass.

Rosin: Okay. Just to stick with the city's position for a minute, it sounds like from what you're describing it, it's somewhere between aesthetic and safety?

Demsas: I think it's public order. There's real concerns about the parks themselves--they're public parks. It's not just for homeless folks. It's for everyone who's in Oregon or anyone who wants to come to Oregon. They're public parks. You know, so I think there are legitimate concerns about public order and safety that are on the city's part.

Rosin: Right, right. Okay. And then the other thing that comes into this case is the Eighth Amendment, which was surprising to me. That's the prohibition against cruel and unusual punishment. I, personally, have never thought of it as being used in this particular way. I think of it as having to do with sentencing or presentencing. Why that? Why does that come up in all the cases?

Demsas: So there's decades-old precedent that established that it was cruel and unusual to punish someone because of their status. Basically, you can punish behavior--there's something that you do--but if it's something that you are, you can't just punish that existence. And so homeless folks in the Martin v. Boise ruling--and in that case--they were trying to prove that homelessness itself was a status that you couldn't just criminalize. And so what was happening is that you have to criminalize specific behavior. And so what's interesting is in the oral arguments we heard, you have--

Rosin: In the Grants Pass case.

Demsas: In the Grants Pass case, yes. You have these questions around, Well, are you criminalizing everyone who's sleeping? Because if you're not, then you're criminalizing someone's status. And the respondents from Grants Pass really struggled with this question.

[U.S. Supreme Court oral argument, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson]
 Evangelis: It's very important that it applies to everyone.
 Elena Kagan: Yeah, I got that. But it's a single person with a blanket. You don't have to have a tent. You don't have to have a camp. It's a single person with a blanket.
 Evangelis: And sleeping in conduct is considered--excuse me, sleeping in public is considered conduct. This court, in Clark, discussed that--that that is conduct. Also, the federal regulations--
 Kagan: Well, sleeping is a biological necessity. It's sort of like breathing. I mean, you could say breathing is conduct, too, but presumably you would not think that it's okay to criminalize breathing in public.
 Evangelis: I would like to point to the federal regulations--
 Kagan: And for a homeless person who has no place to go, sleeping in public is kind of like breathing in public.
 Evangelis: Well, two points. Even for the federal regulations ...


Demsas: So for the cruel-and-unusual part, sleeping is sort of like a necessity. It's not just a thing where you can just make yourself not sleep, you know?

Rosin: Right. Okay, so the core issue for each side is, on the homeless side--forgetting about the policy for a minute--the core issue is: Are you essentially criminalizing a state of being? And then for the city, it's the city's right to decide how it wants to create public order and police in the city.

Demsas: And to be clear, it's not just that the folks on Grants Pass--or on the side of the homeless advocates, in this sense--are saying the city should not be able to move people out of public spaces. They're saying, You have to provide them an alternative. If you're going to say, You can't be here, and then they go, Where should we go?, you have to have an answer to that question.

But, you know, to bolster a little bit of the case on the side of the city, I think it's important to also note that, for instance, you could be starving to death, and it's still illegal to steal, right? It's illegal to steal bread or something like that. I mean, we've all seen Les Mis. So that's not allowed. But at the same time, the distinction that's being made here is: You don't criminalize starvation; you criminalize the stealing of bread, versus, Are you just criminalizing homelessness in this case, or are you criminalizing sleeping in this place at a specific time. Are you providing reasonable restrictions?

Rosin: Yeah. This does sound a lot like a lot of other dilemmas that cities are facing now--a lot of other dilemmas around social services versus public order. That seems to be a central conundrum that liberal, urban places don't quite know how to solve right now.

Demsas: And not just liberal. I mean, Grants Pass is not a liberal place. I think this is a problem that has existed for a while.

And I think that, in some ways, it's a real tension. And sometimes there's a tension between, you know, How do you provide for order while allowing people to be free and do what they want to do? And, in some ways, it's not a real tension. Like with the homelessness--I think that's why I'm so interested in it. And I'm just like, There's actually a solution to the crisis. You could just provide housing that is sufficient for the people who need it, and then you would not have homelessness.

But, you know, I think people forget--because we're so in it now--but mass encampments were not normal for most of American history. The modern encampments and modern tent homelessness began in the 1980s. And so, to me, it's just like, Yes, of course. Now there is this tension. But it's come after decades of terrible policy.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break--we get into that policy. And also: What happens if the Supreme Court case rules in favor of the city?

[Break]

Rosin: Okay. What has happened over the last few decades, both in numbers of homelessness, demographics--what's been the changing picture? Do you want to start in the '80s? Is that the right place to start?

Demsas: Homelessness has skyrocketed since the '80s. Half a million people, roughly, are homeless on a given night when they do the point-in-time count to figure out how many people are homeless in America.

Rosin: What is the point-in-time count?

Demsas: Yeah. It's a very difficult thing: How do you figure out how many homeless people there are? It's not like you can just do a simple survey to figure that out.

Rosin: Right. And nobody's like, Checking on the census: I'm homeless now.

Demsas: Yeah, exactly. So what they do is by the end of January, basically, every single continuum of care, which is just the jurisdiction that they reference--sometimes it's counties, sometimes it's cities, whatever. So every single jurisdiction has to count up their homeless. And by that, I mean--literally--they need to go around and count people up. There's a lot of problems with it, but that's kind of the count we have.

So homelessness has been really on the rise, and it's really tracked alongside the rising unaffordability of housing, and that has been really the core cause of rising homelessness.

Rosin: So is it evenly distributed? Is it mostly West Coast? Over the last--since the '80s--what else has changed besides just total numbers?

Demsas: Yes. You see it concentrated in places where you see high housing costs. So you see it concentrated in places like Los Angeles, like New York, like Boston, like D.C., like San Francisco, like Seattle--these are the places where you see homeless encampments on the rise.

And I think there's also distinctions in the types of homelessness. So in places like New York, it famously has a right to shelter. And the East Coast, because of the blisteringly cold temperatures, there's a lot more incentive--both humanitarian and just because, I mean, you don't want a bunch of people dying in your city--to provide a lot more shelter capacity. And the East Coast tends to have a lot more shelters, and so it's often less visible than on the West Coast, where there's less of that concern that people are going to die outside. And so the visibility of the homelessness is much larger in places like Los Angeles, for instance.

Rosin: Yeah. I was just in Seattle, and I had forgotten about the particular nature of West Coast homelessness. I mean, Seattle, Portland--there are places where there are just huge populations downtown--

Demsas: Yep.

Rosin: Especially at this time of year. And it's just an accepted part of the city infrastructure. That's true in East Coast cities, too, but in a different way and a little more recently and a little more season dependent. So yeah, I was reminded of that.

Now is it that obvious and well accepted that rising housing costs and homelessness have moved in tandem? Is that a universally accepted principle?

Demsas: I don't think there's anything universally accepted anymore.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Demsas: But yeah, as universally accepted as you can get, yes.

I think that this is something that requires taking a step back to talk about what we mean by something causing something else. So people are saying things like, Oh, so-and-so is homeless because they were addicted to drugs, and then they lost their job, and then they couldn't make their rent, and now they're living on the street. They're not wrong if that story happened, right? So there are individual vulnerabilities that make someone more likely to become homeless.

But when you reduce the supply of affordable housing to the extent that we have, we have guaranteed basically that someone will be homeless. Who becomes homeless is a question of vulnerability, right? People who are less well off, people who have mental-health issues, people who are addicted to drugs, people who are more likely to lose their jobs or who are volatile in some way--so they're going to get into arguments with their family members or with roommates, so they're going to end up on the street--that's all true. Those things are a part of the story of how they become homeless.

But all of those things happened before 1980, and yet we didn't see those people become homeless. They still had mental-health issues. There were still drug-addiction issues. There were still epidemics of different kinds of drugs. And yet people were experiencing those things, and they were housed. And why that is: because there was just a lot more availability of really, really cheap housing stock.

You can have high poverty, even, like Detroit, Philadelphia--these are places with high poverty. They do not experience the level of homelessness that you see in places like Boston or D.C. or San Francisco. So I think that that's trying to figure out causally from a policymaker's standpoint: What could I do as a policy maker to reduce the level of homelessness? You could have low poverty. San Francisco: very low-poverty place. You can't reduce it by that much more, and yet you still see high rates of homelessness. And so, to me, the lever that policymakers really need to focus on is increase in supply of affordable housing as much as possible.

Rosin: Right. So for you, there are two things that are obvious: One is that the causes of homelessness are a particular interaction between personal qualities and structural realities in a city. And the second is: If you do look at the interaction of those two things, what you end up with is lack of affordable housing.

Demsas: Yeah.

Rosin: Okay. Let's wind back around to our central question. So, we have this Grants Pass case, which is the city versus the rights of the homeless people. From the logic that we've talked about--Debra Blake, who's the original complainant, saying she has no place to go--from the way you've described things, she's probably right. Like, she's probably correct. That would be a common problem. And yet, from all accounts of Supreme Court oral arguments, they seem to be tipping towards Grants Pass's side, right? Is that right?

Demsas: Yeah. External observers think that, on net, it's likely that they--I mean, it's also possible that they choose not to; they resolve on a question that is completely kind of below. Often, the Supreme Court will just resolve on this lowest-available question that doesn't require them to actually engage with some of these bigger issues. And so they could do that and kick it back down.

And even right now, cities are clearing encampments, too. So whether the policy reality looks very, very different is really unclear if the Supreme Court doesn't rule. But, yeah, I mean, the Supreme Court does not look favorable for the homeless plaintiffs.

Rosin: Okay, so let's say the Supreme Court does rule in favor of Grants Pass's desire to be able to maintain jurisdiction and control over the homeless population. How do you read that decision? Is that just avoidance of the bigger problem? Does it cause its own set of problems? Where does that leave us?

Demsas: I think that we've danced around this a lot in this conversation, but there's almost two different policy issues at play here. There is: Do we want to see fewer people homeless? And then there is: Do we want our communities to feel better? Because for everyone, it just feels bad to see people living in that way. That's just really striking. It makes people not want to go towards those areas. You see decreased engagement with the businesses.

And so, to me, it keeps the conversation in this place of: The problem is order. And the reason I dislike that is because you actually can't solve it in that space. If you keep it focused on order, you just end up moving homeless people around. Maybe you move them to jail. Maybe you move them to another city. Maybe you are able to incentivize more of them to live in cars and be better at evading, if they're able to get there. And some people might count that as a win if you just end up not having to see these encampments everywhere. But to me, that's a lot, a lot, a lot of public money spent on not solving a problem.

Rosin: So you've neither solved the homelessness problem, nor have you solved the problem you wanted to solve and narrowly focus on, which is the order problem.

Demsas: Yes. Because, to me, it's the idea that--I mean, California's governor, even, has submitted an amicus brief in favor of Grants Pass in this case. And he's someone who, you know--it's a liberal state where they focus on this issue.

I mean, there are a bunch of liberal city leaders who have also said they want more power in order to clear encampments. These are places that have devoted tons of money and energy and time to solving the problem. And I want to be very clear here that most of the people who are even, I think, counterproductive in solving the homelessness problem are devoting tons of energy and time and money towards a variety of different types of solutions.

And, to me, it's not that they don't care about this. But I think if the Supreme Court decides it's just going to keep us again in this spiral of talking about and dealing with this problem as a function of encampments, as a function of order, as a function of policing and of people putting people in jail, I just worry that we end up stuck there, and we don't actually try to solve the problem of disorder.

Rosin: Right. So if the Supreme Court does, as expected, side with Grants Pass, either nothing changes or you get more license to criminalize, in which case nothing changes. Is there a universe where the emptiness of that decision leads to something positive?

Demsas: I think a lot of states have started to realize the futility of their own housing policy and of allowing local governments to continue on in the way they have for the past few decades. You see energy, most recently, in Colorado, in Montana, in California, and a lot of places around the country--in Texas. And these are places where people have said, Okay. The housing crisis has gotten so bad. We cannot continue the status quo. We're going to make it much easier to build all types of housing. And that has happened adjacent with the rise in homelessness. It has happened adjacent with the run-up in home prices and rent unaffordability. And that has really spurred action.

I think people were really shocked to see, in 2020, that this crisis--which a lot of people had thought, All right, well, that's just because of those crazy Californians and those New Yorkers and those Bostonians. That's them. That's their problem. It's not our problem--it moved. It spread to the rest of the country. As the housing unaffordability crisis spread, so, too, did the homelessness crisis, and that really spurred policymakers to take action.

And so I have some serious concerns about what's going to happen in the future, but I do see some shining lights of optimism in that state governments have taken on an extremely difficult political issue and been able to find some level of solutions here. Now, the track record of places staying on course on a policy path when you don't see results immediately is not the greatest. You know, I'm always cautious. You're trying to get me to end on a positive note. And I'm just like, You know, I don't know!

Rosin: No, no, no. You know what I'm trying to do? I'm trying to build up anticipation. So Jerusalem, on your show--and congratulations--we can just listen for constant updates, since this is such a central issue. So I'm just setting you up for figuring this out for us and all its complications over the next few years.

Demsas: Okay, well, you just brought up my new show, Hanna. It's called Good on Paper.

Rosin: Such a good name.

Demsas: Thank you. So Good on Paper is a policy show, and it's one where we are investigating ideas that fly in the face of some existing narrative. Maybe it's a broad one held by a lot of people in the U.S. Maybe it's a narrative held by an academic community. But it wants to take seriously the ideas that seem in the face of what we already generally believe.

We've kind of already done an episode here on your show now that's like this--you know, the idea that homelessness is not really about drugs, not really about mental health; it's about housing. That is, in some ways, a narrative violation. It's also a lot about academic papers, so it's about good-on-paper ideas and also papers that are good on--That's a good paper! (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yeah. That's something I love. It's so delightful to come upon academics who have cut through the ways that everybody else has done it and just figured out how to factor in some very either obvious or complicated things. It's so delightful to come upon a good, clear paper, you know?

Demsas: Yeah. Well, thanks for having me on your show. I can't wait to have you on mine.

Rosin: Yes. I would love to. It was really fun.

Demsas: Yes, yes. Thank you so much. I'm really excited.

[Music]

Rosin: Jerusalem's show, Good on Paper, is out now, with new episodes every Tuesday. I hardly know anyone who sees the world as clearly as Jerusalem does. She sees through and behind and under all of these policy decisions. And if you listen to Good on Paper, you'll develop that superpower, too.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Cars Always Win

New York's stalled congestion-pricing plan was a rare chance to try something different in American transportation.

by Sarah Laskow




Driving into New York City is a special kind of skill, requiring patience, cutthroat merging, and, sometimes, a willingness to navigate the backstreets of New Jersey. Driving in New York City, and especially in Manhattan, is also a skill, requiring the same patience and cutthroat merging, along with a willingness to pay upwards of $50 a day to park. People do it every day, but of all the places in the United States, Manhattan is perhaps the most hostile to driving. Given that New York City has the most extensive public-transportation system in the country, Manhattan is also the place where driving is the least necessary.

Five years ago, then-New York Governor Andrew Cuomo and the state legislature approved a system that would reduce traffic and raise money to improve the subway: congestion pricing, which would charge vehicles a fee to enter Manhattan's central business district. The plan was supposed to recognize that bringing a car or truck into this very dense stretch of city has costs--not just the personal cost of going slowly mad while waiting to enter the Holland Tunnel, but costs in carbon emissions and air pollution. Limiting the time that vehicles spent idling in lines to enter Manhattan and exit Manhattan and turn in Manhattan and park in Manhattan--and coming to Manhattan at all--could have reduced the region's carbon emissions and air pollution, according to a joint city, state, and federal environmental assessment. (It also would have reduced waiting times for the drivers who did come.)

The system, which would have been America's first implementation of congestion pricing, would have charged cars up to $15 (and large trucks and buses up to $36) to enter Manhattan, depending on the time of day; it was set to go into effect on June 30. But today, New York Governor Kathy Hochul, who controls the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, announced that the program would be paused indefinitely. Hochul said she worried that New York City's economic recovery from the coronavirus pandemic was still too fragile, and that congestion pricing would impose a high enough cost on commuters that they'd choose instead to work from home or rethink living and working in New York altogether.

This wasn't an entirely new argument: Cuomo also made it while walking back his support for the program this year. But the program was now so close to launching that cameras meant to implement it were already in place. As the first reports of Hochul's decision leaked out, the plan's skeptics, most particularly politicians representing commuters in other New York counties and in nearby New Jersey communities, celebrated her flip. But housing and transportation advocates, climate experts, and New York City politicians began roaring their objections--that canceling the program was a mistake, and that the loose alternative plan Hochul had proposed for funding much-needed subway improvements, which would involve taxing New York businesses, was far from adequate.

Congestion pricing was always, in some ways, a small and specific goal. If the system worked beautifully--as it has elsewhere in the world, including Stockholm and Singapore--it still would make sense in relatively few cities in America. In New York, commuters, shoppers, showgoers, museum lovers, park strollers, and visitors of all kinds have other options for entering the city; in most places in the U.S., a price on congestion might raise money, but anyone disincentivized from driving would be stuck at home. The car rules America: It's a key component of everyday life and culture.

Yet even if congestion pricing were only ever implemented in New York City, it would have been a signal that U.S. politicians could shake up the nation's rigid transportation systems in the service of cutting back emissions. That cars appear to have won out even in New York shows how little room there might be for us to try anything different.

In the U.S., transportation accounts for about 30 percent of the country's total greenhouse-gas emissions; most of those transportation emissions come from cars and trucks. That picture is improving as car culture transforms in ways that benefit the climate. Sales of electric vehicles are increasing, EVs themselves are getting cheaper, and manufacturers have developed hybrid models that can drive hundreds of miles--and, in one case, more than 1,000--before refueling or recharging. Driving in America in the next decades will be better for the climate, and it will still be fun.

The problem is, if the U.S. is ever to reduce the large chunk of carbon emissions associated with transportation, cars cannot be the only winner. When you crunch the numbers, the giant shift toward electric vehicles would have to happen much faster than its current pace to meet the goals set by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change to stave off devastating global warming. One influential study, for instance, found that meeting those goals would mean that, by the middle of this century, at least two-thirds of all car travel in the United States would need to be electrified and rely on electricity sources with close to zero emissions. This is unlikely to happen, even given the Biden administration's push to increase electric-vehicle adoption. People buy new cars only every so often; most sold in America are still gas-powered and will be for years. (In 2023, EVs accounted for less than 8 percent of new car sales.) The U.S. energy system is still dominated by relatively carbon-intensive fuel sources, and although clean-energy sources are gaining ground, the country's energy mix will still be far from zero-emission by 2050.

If EV adoption continues at this pace, the U.S. has two real options for efficiently cutting down on emissions from its cars. The first would be, simply, for people everywhere to drive less. No one believes that this is practical, not least because driving is the most convenient way to get from one place to another in so many areas of this country. Driving less would mean that more people everywhere would have to do as Hochul imagines they will in New York, and stay home. The other option would be more targeted: dramatically reducing driving in the places that don't depend on it. New York City is clearly one of those places. Cars are one of the least convenient modes of transportation. The city has subway stops blocks apart from each other. It has buses and, in the most congested parts of Manhattan (and in the Lincoln Tunnel), specially designated lanes to speed buses past waiting cars. It has commuter rail going in every direction out of the city.

These systems could certainly be improved--perhaps especially for the commuters whom Hochul says she is prioritizing in her decision to cancel congestion pricing. Many models already exist for doing so: Cities across the world have been experimenting with and succeeding at building better systems for public transit of all kinds. By global standards, our trains and buses are slow; they do not serve every need of every person. (Some disability activists celebrated Hochul's decision to delay congestion pricing, arguing that the city's current public-transportation system so fails them, they must rely on cars.)

Even so, in Manhattan, unlike in so many other places in the United States, cars don't have to dominate. If EVs alone cannot reduce emissions enough, then especially in dense places where it makes the most sense not to drive, we need to be trying to move ourselves around in other ways. New York is throwing away a chance to demonstrate how.
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The Free-Trial Trap

How much of the subscription economy relies on people forgetting to cancel?

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.


Free trials are convenient for consumers--and expedient for companies. But how much of the subscription business relies on people simply forgetting to cancel?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The most consequential TV show in history
 	NASA finally has an alternative to SpaceX.
 	The two-time Trump voters who have had enough




"Impossible to Get Out"

Do you have long-forgotten free trials turned memberships languishing in your credit-card statements? If you, like so many others, can say yes, the thriving subscription economy has you to thank.

One can subscribe to almost anything right now--meat boxes, razor refills, a membership to Pret a Manger (and, well, this magazine)--a reality of our world at least since subscription mania began raging in the mid-aughts. As subscriptions proliferated, so, it seems, did the free trials that lure us in--and sometimes trap us.

A free trial makes intuitive sense and, when executed fairly, can benefit both companies and consumers. Many products are "experience goods," Neale Mahoney, a Stanford University economist, told me in an email, and we can figure out whether we like them only by trying them. Consider the free ice-cream sample--you don't want to go in on a cone if you don't know that you like the flavor. But "the obvious problem," Mahoney noted, is that--unlike with ice cream--"virtually all free trials roll over into paid subscriptions." When that moment comes, many shoppers simply forget that they've signed up. One 2022 survey found that about 40 percent of consumers have stayed subscribed to a service they don't use because they forgot about it. The problem is so widespread that a cottage industry of services designed to help consumers keep track of and cancel subscriptions has popped up (of course, these services often charge a monthly recurring fee).

Getting inadvertently mired in paid subscriptions can turn costly. In fact, according to research that Mahoney has done on the role of inattention in subscriptions, the subscription economy is bolstered by just that. "For some subscription services, inattention raises revenue by a factor of three," Mahoney told me, adding that "it's hard to imagine these subscriptions being commercially viable if consumers were paying attention each month."

Trials can be an easy win for companies: By giving someone a free or low-cost trial, brands can get consumers into their ecosystem--sending them emails, learning about their preferences, and getting them in the habit of using a product. Investors love it when companies set up subscription models, because unlike with one-off purchases, which can bounce around from day to day, companies can use subscription models to plan ahead, Daniel McCarthy, a professor at Emory University's business school, told me in an email.

But when a shopper decides to quit a service, the system doesn't always treat them fairly. If forgetfulness is a common barrier to escaping the free-trial trap, a much more sinister one is the fact that some companies make canceling really hard. If you have ever been diverted to a bunch of new pages asking you if you're sure you wish to cancel, you know what I mean. Such tactics--"Please don't leave us!"--can veer into manipulation. This dynamic, Sidney Fussell reported in The Atlantic in 2019, is known in some circles as the "roach motel. Easy to get in, nearly impossible to get out." Some people are drawn into the roach motel because they are overly confident that their future self will remember to cancel, Fussell notes--and that getting out of a subscription when the time comes will be simple enough.

The government is trying to crack down on companies' manipulative behavior: Last year, the Federal Trade Commission proposed a new "click to cancel" provision, which would require corporations to make the process of canceling a service as easy as signing up for it. (Perhaps predictably, trade groups have pushed back on the plan.) Mahoney told me that companies could also be fairer to consumers by, for example, sending them reminders about recurring charges, especially if their accounts are sitting unused.

Back in 2022, Amanda Mull warned in The Atlantic that we might soon reach a subscription breaking point: "No one is sure how many subscriptions the average household will bear before it snaps and starts canceling things, but we might be about to find out." It seems we are not quite there yet. Two years later, subscriptions are still everywhere--my sunscreen purveyor just tried to prompt me to subscribe--and so are the tantalizing trials that come with them.

Related:

	This is peak subscription.
 	The endless, invisible persuasion tactics of the internet




Today's News

	Donald Trump's Georgia election-subversion case is on pause indefinitely, as an appeals-court panel waits to hear arguments about whether Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis can stay on as a prosecutor.
 	In recent days, Ukraine fired U.S.-supplied weapons into Russia for the first time.
 	Hunter Biden's ex-wife and ex-girlfriend testified in his federal trial about his past drug use. He is charged with three felonies related to his purchase and possession of a handgun, including lying on a 2018 federal firearms application about his drug use.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: La Nina is a climate phenomenon that should cool the world, Marina Koren writes. But first, we have to make it through another sweltering summer.
 	Work in Progress: Can workers' power grow even if union membership does not? Annie Lowrey explores the future of labor.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



The Near Future of Deepfakes Just Got Way Clearer

By Nilesh Christopher

Throughout this election cycle--which ended yesterday in a victory for Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party after six weeks of voting and more than 640 million ballots cast--Indians have been bombarded with synthetic media. The country has endured voice clones, convincing fake videos of dead politicians endorsing candidates, automated phone calls addressing voters by name, and AI-generated songs and memes lionizing candidates and ridiculing opponents. But for all the concern over how generative AI and deepfakes are a looming "atomic bomb" that will warp reality and alter voter preferences, India foreshadows a different, stranger future.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	India is starting to see through Modi's nationalist myth.
 	Trump will never rule out a bad option.




Culture Break


Atsushi Nishijima / HBO



Watch. The new TV series Fantasmas (premieres Friday on Max) isn't exactly funny, Shirley Li writes. But it does capture the absurdity of modern existence.

Read. "No Miracle," a poem by Kelsey Day:

"it could've been an email, / or a knife gliding over the bruise of an apple, / a surgical sweetness."

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I love this 2021 story from my colleague Saahil Desai about Taco Bell's occasional taco-subscription promotion. In addition to surfacing previously-unknown-to-me Taco Bell lore ("This is a brand that reportedly spent $500 million on an ad campaign featuring Gidget, a talking chihuahua with the catchphrase 'Yo quiero Taco Bell!'"), the article contains this line, which really made me reflect on modern life and the state of our current capitalist environment: "Lord knows the difficulty of buying tacos on a non-subscription basis."

-- Lora



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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OpenAI Is Just Facebook Now

Facing one controversy after the next, the artificial-intelligence company enters a new phase.

by Matteo Wong




OpenAI appears to be in the midst of a months-long revolt from within. The latest flash point came yesterday, when a group of 11 current and former employees--plus two from other firms--issued a public letter declaring that leading AI companies are not to be trusted. "The companies are behaving in a way that is really not in the public interest," William Saunders, a signatory who, like several others on the letter, left OpenAI earlier this year, told me.



The letter tells a familiar story of corporate greed: AI could be dangerous, but tech companies are sacrificing careful safety procedures for speedy product launches; government regulation can't keep up, and employees are afraid to speak out. Just last month, Vox reported on a nondisclosure and non-disparagement agreement that OpenAI employees were asked to sign upon leaving the company. Violators risk losing all their vested equity in the company, which can amount to millions of dollars--providing a clear reason for workers to remain silent, even about issues of significant societal concern. (An OpenAI spokesperson told me in an emailed statement that all former employees have been released from the non-disparagement clause, and that such an obligation has been scrubbed from future offboarding paperwork.)

"AI companies have strong financial incentives to avoid effective oversight," the letter states, "and we do not believe bespoke structures of corporate governance are sufficient to change this." To remedy this problem, current and former employees asked advanced-AI companies to establish a "Right to Warn" about their products from within and commit to substantive, independent oversight.



The Right to Warn letter is only the latest in a string of high-profile incidents suggesting that OpenAI is no longer committed to its founding goal--to build AI that "benefits all of humanity"--and is instead in thrall to investors. OpenAI leaders' talk of a possible AI doomsday (or, conversely, utopia) has faded into the background. Instead, the company is launching enterprise software, beholden to Microsoft's $13 billion investment, reportedly closing a massive deal with Apple, and debuting consumer products. In doing so, it has sparked other controversies: a generative-AI assistant that sounds uncannily like Scarlett Johansson, despite her repeated refusal to give the company permission to use her voice. (You can listen for yourself here; the company denies copying Johansson's voice and has paused that particular bot.) Former researchers with OpenAI, at least one former board member, and national regulators have accused the company of or are investigating it for putting profit over safety, retaliating against employees, and stifling competition. OpenAI has, in other words, become a full-fledged tech behemoth--a next-generation Facebook with an ego to match. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI, independent of the editorial side of this organization.)



Read: A devil's bargain with OpenAI



The first signs of a schism at OpenAI date back three years, when a group of high-ranking employees left to form a rival start-up, Anthropic, that claimed to place a greater emphasis on safely building its technology. Since then, a number of outside academics, pundits, and regulators have criticized OpenAI for releasing AI products rife with well-known risks, such as output that was misleading or hateful. Internal dissent began in earnest this past November, when Sam Altman was removed as CEO, reportedly because of concerns that he was steering the company toward commercialization and away from its stated "primary fiduciary duty [to] humanity." (A review commissioned by OpenAI from the law firm WilmerHale later found that the ouster was not related to "product safety or security," according to OpenAI's summary of the investigation, although the report itself is not public.) Investors led by Microsoft pressured OpenAI to reinstate Altman, which it did within days, alongside vague promises to be more responsible.



Then, last month, the company disbanded the internal group tasked with safety research, known as the "superalignment team." Some of the team's most prominent members publicly resigned, including its head, Jan Leike, who posted on X that "over the past years, safety culture and processes have taken a backseat to shiny products." Fortune reported that OpenAI did not provide anywhere near the resources it had initially, publicly promised for safety research. Saunders, who also worked on superalignment, said he resigned when he "lost hope a few months before Jan did." Elon Musk--who was one of OpenAI's founding investors in 2015 and started his own rival firm, xAI, last year--sued OpenAI in March for breaching, in favor of rapid commercialization, an alleged contractual obligation to build AI for the good of humanity.



All the while, OpenAI has steadily released new products and announced new deals with some of the biggest companies around. That all but two of the Right to Warn letter's signatories are former OpenAI employees feels especially telling: This company, more than any other, has set the tone for the generative-AI era. But there are others, of course. Google and Anthropic, current and former employees of which also signed yesterday's letter, have launched a slew of consumer- and business-facing AI tools in recent months, including the disastrous rollout of AI to Google Search. (The company appears to be removing AI overviews from many queries, at least for the time being.)



An OpenAI spokesperson told me that the company takes a "scientific approach to addressing risk" and cited several instances in which OpenAI has delayed product launches until proper safeguards are put in place. The company has previously noted that raising money is the only way to acquire the massive resources needed to build the advanced AI it believes could usher in a better future. But Saunders told me that "no one should trust the company saying that they've done this process properly."



Read: OpenAI just gave away the entire game



The threats that Leike, Musk, Saunders, and dozens of other insiders are worried about are largely speculative. Perhaps, some day, self-replicating, autonomous chatbots will design bioweapons, launch nuclear attacks, or disrupt critical infrastructure. Tech executives have themselves in the past warned of these "existential" risks; Altman himself has likened his company's work to that of inventing nuclear weapons. Ex-employees might disagree over how to handle those dangers, but they tend to agree that the company is building godlike computer programs--critics of OpenAI's approach to existential harms don't have faith in the company to regulate itself, but they do have faith in the myth of Altman as the world's savior or destroyer. The less fantastical but already present dangers of AI--its capacity to foment misinformation and bias, monopolize the internet, and take jobs--tend to vanish in these discussions.



But the Right to Warn letter indicts not a specific problem with generative AI so much as the entire process by which it is currently developed: a small number of companies "outrunning the law in the sense that they are developing the [technology] faster than regulation can be passed," Saunders told me. Employees, the signatories believe, will have to fill in the gap and thus need "a right [to warn] no matter what your concern is," he said. The problem, in other words, is that OpenAI is less building the future than adopting a tried-and-true Silicon Valley model. If today's tech companies had invented electricity, we'd all be paying exorbitant prices to constantly upgrade wiring and outlets that are super sleek, pump out massive voltage, and occasionally short-circuit, singe our fingertips, or explode.



Just as scary as a profit-seeking company building a new god is yet another profit-seeking company shoving whatever software it wants down the global population's collective throat. Apple once aimed to "advance humankind," Google's unofficial motto--until it became obviously farcical--was "Don't be evil," and Facebook's mission is to "bring the world closer together." Now these are among the most valuable companies in the world, dominating smartphones, online ads, and social media, respectively. They have been accused of atrocious labor conditions, sparking a generational mental-health crisis, sucking the life out of the internet, and enabling genocide around the globe. All three face federal antitrust lawsuits, and all three have had former employees speak out against unethical business practices following alleged or feared retaliation. Eschatology gives way to escrow.


 Perhaps the most famous of these whistleblowers was Frances Haugen, who in 2021 released thousands of documents revealing that Facebook was aware of, and ignored, the ways in which it was undermining democracy around the world. The lawyer who represented her is now representing the Right to Warn signatories. Thankfully, their letter is less of an autopsy, as Haugen's was, and more of an early diagnosis of still more havoc that Silicon Valley may wreak.
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Does Med School Have a DEI Problem?

As medicine becomes more politicized, a debate is raging over what it means for patient care.

by Benjamin Mazer




"People will die if doctors misdiagnose patients." This is true as far as it goes. But the recent news that prompted Elon Musk to share this observation on X was not precisely about medical errors. It was about what he might call the "woke mind virus." A story by Aaron Sibarium in The Washington Free Beacon had revealed complaints that UCLA's medical school was admitting applicants partly based on race--a practice that has long been outlawed in California public schools. And this process wasn't just discriminatory, the story argued; it was potentially disastrous for the public.

The Free Beacon noted that the med school's U.S. News & World Report ranking had dropped from 6 to 18 since 2020, and the story shared leaked data showing students' poor performance on their shelf exams. (These evaluations are used as preparation for the national licensing exams that every M.D. recipient must pass before they can practice medicine in the United States.) According to Sibarium, almost one-quarter of the class of 2025 had failed at least three shelf exams, while more than half of students in their internal-medicine, family-medicine, emergency-medicine, or pediatrics rotations had failed tests in those subjects at one point during the 2022-23 academic year--and those struggles led many trainees to postpone taking their national licensing exams. "I don't know how some of these students are going to be junior doctors," one unnamed UCLA professor told him. "Faculty are seeing a shocking decline in knowledge of medical students."

Steven Dubinett, the dean of UCLA med school, denied the story's allegations. He told me that the admissions committee does not give advantages to any applicants based on race, and he called it "malign and totally not true" to say that his students have been struggling. Dubinett believes that anti-DEI sentiment both within and outside the school is to blame for stirring up this controversy: People "think diversity, equity, and inclusion is in some way against them. And nothing could be further from the truth," he said. But the stakes are high for prospective doctors and patients alike. The Free Beacon's claims call attention to a heated fight among medical educators over how much admissions criteria and test scores actually matter, and whether they have any bearing on what it means to be a good physician.

Read: When medical schools become less diverse

Sibarium asserts that both UCLA's fall in the rankings and its decline in test performance can be blamed, in part, on race-based admissions. The latter metric "coincided with a steep drop in the number of Asian matriculants," the story said, and was associated with a change in the med school's admissions standards. Dubinett told me that the decline in shelf-exam performance was "modest." He also pointed to data shared with the UCLA community by the school after the publication of the Free Beacon story, which show that every test-taker had passed surgery, neurology, and emergency medicine during a recent set of exams from 2023-24. The data also show that, for most other specialties, the passing rates were close to the expected benchmark of 95 percent. Moreover, 99 percent of UCLA's med students had passed the second of three tests required to obtain a medical license on their first try as of 2022-23, and scores have remained above the national average over the past three years.

Meanwhile, the Free Beacon offers little more than speculation about how UCLA's shifting racial demographics might be linked to academic problems at the school. Nationwide, Black and Hispanic medical students do matriculate with slightly lower grades and scores on the standardized Medical College Admission Test than white and Asian matriculants, according to statistics compiled by the Association of American Medical Colleges. Yet data from UCLA and the AAMC show that the average MCAT scores of UCLA's accepted medical students have not declined in recent years. As for grades, the average GPA among UCLA's accepted applicants is 3.8--up from 3.7 in 2019. Dubinett told me that the school sets a minimum threshold for MCAT scores and GPAs that is designed to produce a high graduation rate. "There's a cutoff based on national data--it's not made up in our back room," he said. "We've got nearly 14,000 students applying for 173 spots. Are you going to tell me that we're getting people who are unqualified?"

So what did happen in 2022 to suddenly make so many students perform poorly on their shelf exams? The Free Beacon acknowledges that the med school began a major update to its curriculum in 2020. Following a national trend, UCLA significantly cut back the initial amount of time spent on classroom teaching so that clinical rotations could begin a year earlier. Med schools have been trying to expose their students to real-world experiences sooner, on the principle that book-learned facts are less worthwhile without on-the-job training. Yet shelf exams still require memorizing a hefty dose of facts, which can only be more difficult given less time to study. Dubinett chalks up the initial drop in scores to having students take the tests earlier in their education. Five other medical schools, he notes, also reported a decline in shelf-exam performance under a compressed curriculum.

From the May 1966 issue: "Our Backward Medical Schools"

Whether med schools' broader shift away from traditional coursework has been producing better doctors overall is a separate question. A new curriculum that led to lower standardized-test scores in the short term might be associated, in the long run, with either better or worse clinical care. But no one really knows which is the case. There is still no reliable way to track educational quality. The influential--but controversial--U.S. News med-school rankings, for instance, don't directly evaluate how good a program is at preparing future doctors. The benefits (or costs) of switching up criteria for admission into med school are just as mysterious. One study counted as many as 87 different personal qualities that are considered useful in the practice of medicine. Which qualities matter most is anyone's guess.

At UCLA, dry--yet still important--scientific material has been compressed in favor of hands-on experience. The school has also committed to instilling its student body with a social consciousness. In prior coverage for the Free Beacon, Sibarium has described the mandatory Structural Racism and Health Equity course for first-years, which, according to a 2023-24 syllabus obtained by the Free Beacon, intends to help students "develop a structurally competent, anti-racist lens for viewing and treating health and illness," and encourages them to become "physician-advocates within and outside of the clinical setting." The Free Beacon called attention to pro-Palestinian, anti-capitalist, and fat-activist messaging included in the course this academic year. That story quotes a former dean of Harvard Medical School, Jeffrey Flier, who described the course as "truly shocking" and said that it is based on a "socialist/Marxist ideology that is totally inappropriate." (Dubinett told me that the entire first-year curriculum is being evaluated.) Other academics have expressed concern about how a similar approach to teaching students, adopted on a larger scale, might be changing medicine. Schools' focus on racism and inequality "is coming at the expense of rigorous training in medical science. The prospect of this 'new,' politicized medical education should worry all Americans," Stanley Goldfarb, a former associate dean at the University of Pennsylvania medical school, wrote in a 2019 op-ed in The Wall Street Journal. In a follow-up from 2022, he warned of a "woke takeover of healthcare."

Read: The French are in a panic over le Wokisme

What, exactly, makes a med school "woke"? Any physician can see that unevenly distributed wealth and opportunity play a role in people's health, and that many illnesses disproportionately fall along racial lines. Doctors who learn about these topics while in school may be more cognizant of them in the clinic. Indeed, after Goldfarb's first essay was published in the Journal, some physicians started sharing stories that could be taken to support this argument: Posting under the hashtag #GoldfarbChallenge, they described how trying to help patients navigate dire living situations is as much a part of the job as recalling the nuances of biochemistry.

Acknowledging inequality is not an entirely new phenomenon in medicine. Schools were already teaching classes on cultural competence and health disparities when I was a student at the University of Rochester a decade ago. What is different is the open endorsement of political activism--almost always from a left-wing perspective. I certainly attended my share of lectures on how to care for patients from different backgrounds, but I don't recall witnessing any lecturers leading classroom chants of "Free, Free Palestine," as allegedly occurred during UCLA's first-year course this spring. Since I graduated, the AAMC has published a voluntary set of "Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Competencies" that encourage trainees to "influence decision-makers and other vested groups" by advocating for "public policy that promotes social justice and addresses social determinants of health." The guidance lists "colonization, White supremacy, acculturation, assimilation" as "systems of oppression" whose impact must be remedied. This new pedagogical approach comes at a time when U.S. physician groups have taken vocal stances on controversial issues such as gun violence, transgender rights, and mask mandates.

I suspect this left turn in medicine was born of a feeling of impotence, rather than a Marxist conspiracy. Doctors have always been better at altering people's physiology than fixing the social and economic circumstances of their patients. Perhaps medical schools now figure that health outcomes will improve if physicians become more involved in progressive politics. But whatever the intention, this approach will alienate a lot of patients. In recent months, some doctors have been disciplined for voicing pro-Palestine or pro-Israel stances--presumably on behalf of potential patients who might be offended by their politics. Maybe the same caution should apply to med-school lectures given at UCLA.

The push for improved student-body diversity has also grown in prominence. For most of the 20th century, schools encouraged applicants to fit the typical pre-med profile of a diligent lab rat. Over the past few decades, that attitude has changed. Now admissions offices are more comfortable with the idea that students who haven't focused on the hard sciences or don't have perfect academic records can still become successful--or might be even better--physicians.

I credit this shift for my own admission to medical school. I was a socially minded liberal-arts student who decided to study linguistics after a calamitous run-in with organic chemistry. By the time I applied, some schools had decided that MCAT scores were not the ultimate determinant of who will make a good doctor. My university was so interested in attracting the sorts of kids who might enrich the campus through what it now calls "the diversity of their educational and experiential backgrounds" that it allowed me to skip the exam altogether. I did end up having academic struggles, and passed anatomy by the skin of my teeth (having failed to correctly answer how many teeth humans have, among other questions). Now I'm a medical-school professor myself. It takes all kinds.

To this day, would-be doctors are expected to master an incredible amount of minutiae, but it is only through clinical practice that they figure out which facts matter most. Nothing is as clarifying as seeing patients live or die because of what you know--or, just as often, how well you communicate it. The Free Beacon article relayed an anecdote by a faculty member describing how a student "could not identify a major artery" in the operating room when asked. Being told to pick out an artery on the spot and failing at that task is, frankly, a rite of passage for medical students. But I've seen more people hurt by doctors who didn't know how to speak Spanish or build rapport than by doctors who forgot the name of a blood vessel. If we keep arguing over what health-care professionals must know, it's because the answers are as varied as our patients.
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The Two-Time Trump Voters Who Have Had Enough

"Now that he is a convicted felon, he's completely unfit."

by Sarah Longwell




The day after former President Donald Trump was convicted of 34 felonies, I sat down for a focus group with nine voters from across the country who voted for him twice and don't want to vote for him again. They are not, however, all committed to voting for President Joe Biden instead.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump, defeated

These are the "double haters": the chunk of voters who are dissatisfied with both candidates, and are trying to decide which one is less bad. Although many of them are "out" on Trump, they're struggling to get there on Biden. If Biden is going to win in November, these are the voters he must persuade to hold their noses and vote for him.

And there's reason to believe that Trump's recent felony conviction just made it a little bit easier for them to do it.



Many of the voters in this group had familiar stories: They supported Trump in the past as "the lesser evil." They couldn't stomach Hillary Clinton in 2016. They were lifelong Republicans who couldn't imagine voting for a Democrat. Some of them remember watching The Apprentice and admiring Trump for his perceived business savvy.

But the events of January 6 and general fatigue with Trump's antics have made these voters "not very likely" or "not at all likely" to vote for him again in 2024.

"I made my mind up quite a while ago that I wouldn't vote for him," Alex from Illinois said. "I just said, I can't bring myself to do it."

Chuck from Ohio agreed: "There's no change in my desire to vote for Mr. Trump." He continued: "I'm not voting for the man, period, end of discussion."

For many of these people, Trump had already crossed a red line. His conviction is just more evidence of his deficient character and his unfitness for high office.

And his lack of remorse was another log on the fire. "There's no ownership whatsoever. It's always someone else's fault," Eileen from Illinois said.

Michele from Florida said, "I want criminals to go to jail." That extends not just to Trump, but to Democrats like Senator Bob Menendez, she said.

Many talked about being repelled by Trump's disrespect for institutions. Some said they believed the trial was "politicized," a con job brought by "Biden's DOJ." And yet, most had faith in the process. While allowing for some political bias in the system, by and large they accepted the legitimacy of the guilty verdict.

"I thought the trial was highly politicized, but in the hands of the jury, both sides had the chance to present their case," Ryan from Colorado said. "And that's ultimately how it should have been done."

Michele agreed: "I'm tired of the nonsense, and I believed the testimony. And that is why I am happy that the jury found him guilty. And I think now that he is a convicted felon, he's completely unfit."



They may not be Trump voters anymore, but many of them are not fans of Biden.

When asked to grade Biden's performance, three gave C's, three gave D's, and three gave F's. Only one admitted to ever voting for a Democrat, and Alex, the Illinoisian, said flatly: "I will never vote for, probably, a Democrat in my life."

Read: How Donald Trump became unbeatable

Their complaints with Biden ran the spectrum: "Stop giving away free money," Ryan said. Chuck wants to see Kamala Harris replaced as vice president--he thinks Liz Cheney would be better. One said Hunter Biden's conduct speaks poorly to Biden's parenting skills.

Some of them are third-party curious, but they're wary because, as one said, "I view any third-party candidate as kind of a vote for Trump." When asked how they would vote if the election were held today, only two said they would vote third-party. One said they would abstain, and another would write in a candidate.

The remaining five plan on voting for Biden. This isn't because they are fans of the president. Few had positive things to say about Biden's policy agenda. But they view him as the more palatable of two bad options.

As Chuck put it: "I don't like Mr. Biden because I'm concerned about his age. He may die in office and I think his vice president is not someone I want in the Oval Office either. But between the president and vice president, they're still both better than Mr. Trump."



Spending 90 minutes with this group helps explain how the double haters are thinking about this race. They're not all united ideologically, but they're united in trusting the judicial system over Trump--at least for now.

These voters don't speak for the majority; as swing voters, they're marginal. But the margins will decide this race. The conviction confirmed what many of them already knew: Trump is unfit for office.

Whether or not voters like this "go home" to Trump or choose to support Biden over the next five months will be a big factor in deciding the election. A lot of variables are involved: whether Trump's daily chaos starts to make more of an impression; Biden's performance in the debates; prices and interest rates; the salience of issues such as immigration and abortion; and what Trump's sentence ends up being.

For now, Biden's team should capitalize on the verdict by trying to come across as the sane, pro-rule-of-law candidate. And the conviction fits well with the president's message of "don't compare me to the Almighty; compare me to the alternative." He can now stand on the debate stage and say, America isn't the kind of country that will put a convicted felon in the White House.

If, in our present political climate, nothing is dispositive, Biden's ability to make such a clear statement is certainly a plus.
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The Most Consequential TV Show in History

A new book about <em>The Apprentice</em> reveals how the 45th president was shaped by tawdry reality-TV culture.

by McKay Coppins




In a CNN interview shortly after launching his presidential campaign in 2015, Donald Trump told a skeptical Jake Tapper that he was "in it to win it" and boasted, "I'm giving up hundreds of millions of dollars to do this. I'm giving up a prime-time television show." In fact, according to a new book, Trump wasn't quite as confident as he claimed. For at least six months after he entered the race, he insisted on keeping the set for The Apprentice intact on the 14th floor of Trump Tower--if the whole presidential-campaign thing didn't work out, at least it would generate good publicity for the next season of The Celebrity Apprentice. "There was a cognizant decision to leave the boardroom," Trump's son Eric told the book's author, "and there was a possibility of it coming back." When the set was eventually torn down, campaign staffers took over the floor.

This almost-too-perfect metaphor for the melding of Trump's reality-TV and political careers appears in Apprentice in Wonderland, by the entertainment journalist Ramin Setoodeh. The book comes out later this month; I obtained an early copy.

It is by now a truism of the Trump era that the 45th president rose to power in large part thanks to the persona he popularized on The Apprentice, which he hosted from 2004 to 2015. Few readers will be surprised to learn that the character he played on the show--the tough-but-fair executive who doles out savvy business advice and decisively fires underperforming employees--was more reality-TV invention than reality. But the book's peek behind the scenes of what is arguably the most consequential television show in history is still revealing. In Setoodeh's look back at the series, Trump, a man who has now served in the most powerful office in the world, shows himself to be thoroughly steeped in the tawdry, lowbrow celebrity culture of the aughts--a culture that remains influential on his politics.

That the former president cooperated so extensively for a book about his reality-TV career is telling. According to an author's note at the end of the book, Trump granted Setoodeh six interviews, four of them in person. That's more than Trump has given to most of the people writing books about his presidency. Setoodeh writes that the interviews sometimes went on for hours, and that his subject seemed to thrill at watching old clips of the show. On the day Trump's sister died in November 2023, Setoodeh assumed their scheduled interview would be canceled. But Trump proceeded as planned, alternating between taking personal phone calls and recounting old episodes of The Celebrity Apprentice to Setoodeh in the Mar-a-Lago living room. "In our days together," Setoodeh writes, "Trump is happiest when he talks about The Apprentice and crankiest when he relives his years as the commander in chief."

McKay Coppins: Why Republican politicians do whatever Trump says

The premise of The Apprentice was straightforward. On each episode, a cast of aspiring "employees," who were divided into teams, competed in business-oriented challenges, after which Trump summoned the losing team to a boardroom and grilled them on their failures. At the end, he'd send a contestant home with his famous catchphrase: "You're fired."

The boardroom scenes became known for high drama and vitriolic sniping, and according to Setoodeh, Trump thrived on pitting the contestants against one another. The author reports that the dynamic was built into the set design, which placed Trump's chair on a platform, allowing him to lord over the contestants competing for his approval. He hectored, humiliated, and bullied them--and only a small fraction of the interactions wound up on air. With Trump in charge, the filming of the boardroom scenes sometimes stretched on for hours, Setoodeh writes, leaving contestants exhausted and disoriented.

Trump also casually deployed racial division for entertainment, according to several contestants. In 2005, he publicly floated a segregated season of The Apprentice, in which "a team of successful African Americans" would compete against "a team of successful whites." He argued at the time, "Whether people like that idea or not, it is somewhat reflective of our very vicious world." The idea never came to fruition. But Setoodeh quotes Black contestants who say the show's racial politics were already retrograde enough, and that they were rooted in Trump's personal views.

Tara Dowdell, who appeared on Season 3, recalls producers trying to goad her during interviews into acting angry: "They wanted me to be a stereotype of a Black woman," she told Setoodeh. Randall Pinkett, a Rhodes Scholar and the first Black winner of The Apprentice, is quoted as saying, "I think Donald's a racist. And I think he consciously and unconsciously and deliberately cast Black people in a negative light." In the show's first season, Omarosa Manigault, who was the lone Black woman in the cast and later went on to serve in the Trump White House, was depicted as so cartoonishly dishonest and manipulative that her name became shorthand in the reality-TV industry for "villain."

In response to an email detailing several of the claims in Setoodeh's book, Steven Cheung, the communications director for Trump's 2024 campaign, wrote, "These completely fabricated accusations and bullshit story was already peddled in 2016 and thoroughly debunked. Nobody took it seriously then, and they won't now, because it's fake news. Now that Crooked Joe Biden and the Democrats are losing the election, and President Trump continues to dominate, they are bringing up old fake stories from the past because they are desperate."

The accusation of racism that has proved most persistent is the rumor that Trump was caught on a hot mic using the N-word during a taping of The Apprentice. Manigault said in 2018 that she'd heard a tape of Trump using the slur. Mark Burnett, the series creator, told Setoodeh it wasn't true. Last week, Bill Pruitt, a former producer on the series, revived the allegation with an essay in Slate, writing that Trump, while discussing the contestant Kwame Jackson, asked aloud, "I mean, would America buy a n-- winning?" In an interview with Setoodeh, Trump repeatedly denies that any tapes exist of him using what he calls "the race word."

"Number one, it's a word that I've never used. I've never used it in my life!" Trump says, before adding, "Would I use it when the mics are all hot? The mics were always hot."

Megan Garber: Trump's smoking gun is a dream that will never die

Apprentice in Wonderland also offers new details about the experience of being a woman on the set. It is perhaps not shocking that Trump--who brags in the book that he made the Miss Universe swimsuit competition skimpier by introducing bikinis--objectified female Apprentice contestants. One challenge that involved creating a customized shopping experience at Home Depot, Setoodeh writes, spawned a rumor among contestants that Trump had told one of them, Erin Elmore, "I'll show you my nine-inch power tool." (Elmore, who later became a Republican strategist and Trump-campaign surrogate, tells Setoodeh it didn't happen.) And when Trump was alone with the male contestants in Season 4, Pinkett says, the host talked about how much he wanted to have sex with Jennifer Murphy, a 26-year-old beauty queen who was another cast member.

Murphy herself offers a detailed description of her various encounters with Trump. At first, she tells Setoodeh, the relationship was like that of a mentor and protegee. "I think he looked at me in a way like he does his daughter," Murphy says. "But also, I did think he had the hots for me a bit." She says that Trump unexpectedly kissed her one day while she was waiting for an elevator, and that on another occasion he invited her to his room at the Beverly Hills Hotel. She declined the invitation because he was married to his current wife, Melania. "I have a conscience," Murphy tells Setoodeh. "I have integrity. I made up a reason I was busy."

Murphy says she that wasn't offended by Trump's advances, and that she didn't consider him a predator: "I think, if anything, he likes beautiful women too much--if that's a flaw." The two remained friends. When she got engaged to a celebrity dentist in 2006, Murphy recounts, Trump let her hold the wedding at one of his properties at a discount. He also joined her in filming an Access Hollywood segment about the nuptials. But at one point during the filming, she says, Trump pulled her aside and asked her why she was marrying her fiance. "He put his arm around me," Murphy tells Setoodeh. "It was off camera. I think he smacked my butt a little. I was like, 'Goodness gracious!'"

Trump's vulgar behavior wasn't limited to backstage. During a Season 4 boardroom scene that made it to air, Setoodeh writes, Trump asked the 22-year-old contestant Adam Israelov if he'd ever had sex. Israelov said he wasn't comfortable answering the question, but Trump wouldn't let it go. "How can you be afraid to talk about sex? Sex is, like, not a big deal. How can you be afraid?" Trump kept pushing. "Listen, Adam isn't good with sex. He might be in ten years, but right now you don't feel comfortable with sex. Do you agree with it? Someday, you will. It's gotten me into a lot of trouble, Adam. It's cost me a lot of money." (This was nearly two decades before Trump would be convicted on 34 felony counts related to a hush-money payment to an adult-film actor.)

Another moment of candor came during a meal in 2004 with the publishing executive Steve Forbes, who made a cameo on the show. Alex Thomason, a contestant, tells Setoodeh that he heard Trump critique Forbes's failed presidential bids in 1996 and 2000. "You went overboard on this pro-life nonsense," Thomason recalls Trump telling him.

By 2008, ratings for The Apprentice had fallen off dramatically enough that NBC needed a new gimmick, and The Celebrity Apprentice was born. According to Setoodeh, Trump wasn't wild at first about surrounding himself with other famous people--he wanted to be the only celebrity on the show--but a network executive eventually warmed him up to the idea of lording over a boardroom full of C-listers. As Trump reflects on those seasons, though, he seems consumed primarily by how many of his celebrity friends have since abandoned him.

Speaking with Setoodeh, Trump neatly divides all of Hollywood into two categories--pro-Trump and anti-Trump--and shifts his assessments accordingly. (If this sounds familiar, that's because it's also how he talks about politicians.)

Tom Brady? When they were friends, Trump hailed the star quarterback as "a great winner" on the campaign trail. But after Brady visited the Biden White House and made a joke about election deniers, Trump was done with him. "He recommended crypto. That's bad!" Trump tells Setoodeh. "Because he lost like $200 million in them. He was friends with this guy, [Sam] Bankman-Fried, and that's not a good guy to be friends with right now." (Brady was a paid "ambassador" for Bankman-Fried's crypto company and reportedly lost tens of millions of dollars when it went bankrupt.)

Debra Messing? When the actor was (according to Trump, at least) effusively thanking him for saving NBC with his show's massive ratings, he found her "quite attractive." But once she became an outspoken critic of his politics, the attraction disappeared: "I watch her today, and it's like she's a raving mess."

Trump seems to reserve special disdain for the Kardashians. He once happily advertised his coziness with reality TV's most famous family. Kim Kardashian made a guest appearance on The Apprentice, and her sister Khloe was a contestant on The Celebrity Apprentice. Years later, when Trump was president, he hosted Kim at the White House and granted clemency to a federal prisoner for whom she'd advocated. But after Biden won the 2020 election, Kim celebrated by posting three blue heart emoji on Twitter--and that was apparently enough for Trump to turn on the whole family.

When Setoodeh mentions Kim, he rants: "She went for Sleepy Joe! Which is incredible to me. Incredible, because I did something that was perhaps important to her." He dismisses her criminal-justice-reform activism: "Maybe it was just publicity for her. I don't know." When Khloe comes up, he says, "I never got along great with Khloe," and then offers, unprompted, "Khloe was arrested for drunk driving. Did you know that?" (The arrest took place in 2007.) "I think it's a terrible thing--so many people die with drunk driving. You don't hear about it, but they do." Trump even seems to disavow the Kardashians' parent Caitlyn Jenner, who voted for him in 2016 but later spoke out against what she considered his administration's transphobic policies. When Setoodeh asks Trump about Jenner, he says blankly, "I don't know her. I knew Bruce. But I don't know Caitlyn."

Trump tells Setoodeh that he seriously considered leaving the show in 2012 to run for president, but that Burnett talked him out of it. "You don't understand," Trump recalls Burnett saying. "They're offering you millions of dollars to be on a show, to be on primetime television." That this argument won out suggests an answer to the question of which job--Apprentice host or president--Trump considered more prestigious, at least at the time. Still, he says he would have easily beaten Mitt Romney in the Republican primaries and done a better job running against Barack Obama. "He ran a horrible race," Trump says of the 2012 GOP nominee, who's since become a vocal Trump critic. "Do you know why? Because he was intimidated by African Americans ... He's a total asshole anyway. He's a total schmuck."

From the November 2023 issue: What Mitt Romney saw in the Senate

Four years later, when Trump finally left, he tried to get his daughter Ivanka installed as the host. Instead, NBC tapped Arnold Schwarzenegger to host The New Celebrity Apprentice, which debuted weeks before Trump was sworn in as president. Speaking with Setoodeh, Trump is gleeful that the show was canceled after one season. He claims that Schwarzenegger was incapable of saying Trump's catchphrase properly during rehearsals, and so had to come up with his own pale imitation: "You're terminated."

"He didn't have it," Trump tells Setoodeh with a grin. "The whole thing was, like, ponderous. And I view that as a great compliment to myself." He adds, "Arnold was a guy, he supported Crooked Hillary, so I didn't give a shit. He was a [John] Kasich supporter too, which made it even worse. So between Kasich and Hillary, I said, 'I hope he bombs like a dog,' and he did." (A Schwarzenegger spokesperson told me in a statement: "We aren't going to get into this because we understand that 90% of what he says is untrue," but added that Schwarzenegger used the phrase "You're fired" in the 1994 movie True Lies, "years before Donald Trump was a reality star.")

Setoodeh's book contains so many anecdotes like this that one can't help but marvel at how Trump manages to keep his catalog of petty celebrity snubs straight. He might struggle to define nuclear triad, but he can tell you which Apprentice contestants sided with Rosie O'Donnell over him in their 2006 feud. As unsavory as this world might be to some readers, the lessons Trump took from his reality-TV era permeated his presidency. Recall those early scenes from his White House: the boss enthroned behind the Resolute desk, pitting advisers against one another, firing Cabinet officials at will, nursing his grudges and grievances. Many presidential libraries feature replicas of the Oval Office; by the end of Setoodeh's book, I wondered if Trump's would include a model of the Apprentice boardroom.

"The show would be a big part of history," Eric Trump tells Setoodeh. "It's going to be a big part of his legacy. I hope it will remain a big part of his legacy."
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The Ghost of Johnnie Taylor Reflects

A poem for Wednesday

by Chaun Ballard




At night she would toss rocks at my window
 
              that disturbed the dust   & left scars  
 
 like the nails of one's hands. & I would leave  
 
              my room to unhinge the latch
 
 leading to that which I swore       not to welcome.  
 
              In any event       the act of opening
 
 one's door to another's hunger     implies
 
              the absence of light.
 
 Sometimes          the call of one's howl is the only  
 
              distinction between predator        & prey.
 
 & I have watched the gallop of a sheltered hound  
 
              lose himself        across the intersection  
 
 of the busiest street         summoned by that  
 
              which was not love.
 
 In truth             a warm body is the source
 
              of every song's demand. Regardless
 
 of how the bedsprings cry out. Or who or what
 
              enters                 the floral sheets.
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NASA Finally Has an Alternative to SpaceX

After years of complications, Boeing has launched astronauts to space for the first time.

by Marina Koren




A Boeing spacecraft launched from the coast of Florida into orbit this morning, taking off in the kind of picture-perfect weather that every rocket hopes for in Cape Canaveral. Two veteran NASA astronauts are now on their way to the International Space Station. This particular commute to the space station is a major moment in American space travel. Barry Wilmore, the mission commander, and Sunita Williams, the pilot, are test-driving the new vehicle, known as Starliner. It's the first time Boeing has launched astronauts into space, and the first time a woman has flown a trial of a new orbital spacecraft.

Every astronaut vehicle that has blasted off from U.S. soil since the beginning of the Space Age has experienced a nail-biting maiden voyage. It is a relief every time a crew safely reaches orbit, especially on a test flight. But the initial success of this mission is particularly comforting because the astronauts are flying on Boeing's creation, whose debut was delayed by a series of issues. On this first crewed launch, Boeing has proved that it is not a disaster. But its triumph will lead only to more nail-biters. To show that it is reliable, Starliner will have to bring the astronauts home a little over a week from now, and then repeat the whole endeavor.

The troubles of Boeing, the airplane manufacturer, have not reflected kindly on Boeing, the builder of spacecraft. Over the past couple of months, NASA has fielded questions from reporters about whether the mountain of safety issues at the company's airline division has spilled over into the space department. Bill Nelson, the NASA administrator, has told reporters that Boeing CEO Dave Calhoun has previously assured him about the quality of the leadership at Boeing's space division. (At the end of this year, Calhoun will become the second Boeing chief to step down in five years because of the turmoil.)

Boeing has a long history as a space contractor--it worked on Apollo rockets, the space station, and many projects in between. It's also the primary contractor for NASA's newest rocket, the Space Launch System, which is scheduled to launch astronauts toward the moon later this decade. With Starliner, Boeing is attempting to prove that it can deliver the nation's astronauts to the space station and back by itself--and keep up with SpaceX, which has been doing the job since 2020. The effort has had its own share of technical problems and oversights, including in the past few weeks.

When NASA retired its fleet of space shuttles, in 2011, the space agency turned to the private sector for transporting people to and from the International Space Station, and soon after gave Boeing and SpaceX billion-dollar contracts to develop their own crewed systems. When the companies weren't carrying government workers, they could sell seats to private citizens, a service that SpaceX has completed several times. SpaceX beat Boeing to the launchpad for an uncrewed test flight of its Dragon capsule, in 2019, which was mostly smooth from start to finish. But when Boeing followed later that year, the attempt had to be cut short. Starliner's flight software malfunctioned soon after launch, and on the way down, engineers found and quickly patched a software glitch that would have resulted in complete failure of the mission--and, if any astronauts had been on board, the loss of lives.

After spending a year and a half wringing out software bugs, Boeing prepared in 2021 for a second attempt, only to discover more than a dozen corroded valves on the spacecraft as it sat waiting on top of the rocket. In 2022, Starliner finally made it to the International Space Station and back, but before Boeing could attempt a crewed flight, it had to address newly found problems with Starliner's parachute system, as well as tape within the spacecraft that testing revealed to be flammable. Boeing finally felt ready enough to bring astronauts on board early last month, but the launch attempt was canceled hours before liftoff because of a faulty valve on the rocket. (The rocket, from the manufacturer United Launch Alliance, is used frequently, but it had never flown astronauts before today.) Over the next several weeks, engineers encountered more problems with Starliner itself, but by Saturday, NASA and Boeing felt ready to try again. "All is going well," Mark Nappi, the manager of Boeing's commercial-spaceflight program, said at a prelaunch press conference last week. But Starliner was grounded once again: an issue with a launchpad computer this time, one that turned up less than four minutes before the scheduled liftoff, when the astronauts and everyone watching likely believed that they were finally going.

Like the officials, the astronauts now flying on Starliner have stressed that the crewed mission may experience some problems. "Flying and operating in space is hard. It's really hard, and we're going to find some stuff," Wilmore told reporters in March. Officials said the same about SpaceX's first few crewed Dragon missions, but SpaceX's launches weren't preceded by quite so much bad press or quite so many glitches.

Wilmore and Williams are scheduled to arrive at the space station tomorrow. Along the way, the astronauts will briefly take control of the Boeing craft and see how it handles. Then Starliner must dock with the space station and later endure a fiery reentry through Earth's atmosphere to touch down in the western United States, ideally at the primary landing site in the New Mexico desert. Starliner must pass each of these tests before NASA certifies the vehicle for regular flights, with more than two astronauts at a time, to the space station.

SpaceX underwent the same process in 2020 with its own inaugural crewed flight. By now NASA astronauts have flown on SpaceX often enough that it's hardly a blip on space watchers' radar. But the first few crewed flights on Dragon were all nerve-racking. The same will be true for Boeing's Starliner. Boeing, in other words, is about to be tested publicly again and again. The writer Jerry Useem recently observed in The Atlantic that Boeing's decisions in commercial air travel have in recent years turned "the company that created the Jet Age into something akin to a glorified gluer-together of precast model-airplane kits." Another truncated space mission would certainly ding Boeing, and a major failure could turn a company that helped define the Space Age into an emblem of constant calamity.
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India Is Starting to See Through Modi's Nationalist Myth

The prime minister claimed the support of a Hindu god. His country didn't buy it.

by Vidya Krishnan




Throughout my childhood, I fell asleep in a world full of elephant gods, monkey armies, and eight-handed goddesses. Before bed, my grandmother would tell me stories from ancient Hindu epics as I snuggled against her soft cotton sari. My favorite was the Ramayana, the tale of an exiled prince named Ram who goes on a journey to save his wife and defeat an evil empire before returning home to claim his rightful throne. Like millions of Indian children, I saw Ram's love, righteousness, and tolerance as a model for my own life.

Today, Indians are being shown a version of Ram that's nothing like the figure I remember. Over the past decade, I've watched Prime Minister Narendra Modi render the deity an avatar of violent nationalism. In his telling, Ram isn't a broad-minded king but a wrathful avenger, ready to punish Muslims for their supposed offenses against India's Hindu majority. Officials in Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) post images of Ram with six-pack abs, drawing his bow and arrow--a far cry from the Ram in my grandmother's temple, who smiles beside his family. The politicization of Ram culminated earlier this year, when Modi consecrated a temple to the god on the same spot where Hindu radicals once demolished a centuries-old mosque. This was meant to incite Modi's base of Hindu nationalists, whose devotion is a key reason Modi won a third consecutive term yesterday, even as the BJP seems to have lost a significant number of seats in Parliament.

Modi's transformation of Ram is part of a decades-long attempt by India's right wing to "Hinduize" one of the most religiously diverse countries in the world--the birthplace of not only Hinduism but also Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism. Modi presents India's 200 million Muslims as "infiltrators" and suggests that Ram can subdue them. But using Ram as a political weapon defiles the great achievement of modern India: religious tolerance. It defiles Hinduism, too, by undermining one of its fundamental teachings--nonviolence--and turning its hero into a monster.

Read: India is not Modi, we once said. I wish I still believed it.

Hindu mythology maintains that when Ram became king, he established a utopian society defined by social harmony, justice, and noncoercion (ahimsa)--values that would influence Mahatma Gandhi and help enshrine nonviolence as a cultural ideal in postcolonial India. Modi has now made Ram a mascot for the destruction of those same values, as Hindu nationalists have assaulted Sikhs and Muslims, torched an Islamic library, and lynched minorities. The perpetrators of attacks such as these have chanted "Jai Shri Ram"--"Victory to Lord Ram"--a rallying cry for nationalists around the country.

Nobody has corrupted Ram's image like Modi has, but he isn't the first to change it. Since the Ramayana was composed, some 2,500 years ago, it has been told and retold, each time a little differently. Like other enduring epics, it got folded into local customs as it traveled. India's Ramayana is very different from the one in Indonesia, where the story made room for Javanese gods. Politics have changed the Ramayana too. According to Ankur Barua, a scholar of Hinduism at the University of Cambridge, Hindus started to depict a more militaristic Ram during the British occupation of India, when imperial soldiers occasionally showed up in iconography as bloodied victims or vanquished demons.

India's Muslims became central characters in Ram's story in December 1992. In Ayodhya, where Modi recently consecrated his temple, Hindus stormed a mosque that was built in 1528, spurring protests that killed nearly 2,000 people, mostly Muslims. The Hindu mob thought that the mosque stood on the site of Ram's birth, a belief that had inspired antagonism between Hindus and Muslims for more than a century. After the mosque was destroyed, a new era in Indian politics began. The BJP's influence expanded as it pledged to replace the Ayodhya mosque with a Ram temple. A long legal dispute ensued over whether such a temple could be built, putting Ram at the center of a nationalist campaign that pitted Hindus against Muslims. Modi took office in 2014; five years later, a verdict from India's supreme court cleared the way for him to fulfill his party's promise. In an echo of 1992, the recent consecration also prompted violence against Muslims, though on a smaller scale.

Indian law prohibits politicians from making religious appeals to voters, but the new Ram temple features regularly in Modi's speeches as well as in BJP's manifesto. Its consecration--equal parts reelection bid and religious spectacle--was a clear violation of India's secular democratic norms: In India, temples are consecrated by priests, not prime ministers. Virtually every news channel broadcast Modi's election-year stunt. The government declared a national holiday, closing banks, courts, and hospitals across the country. Last month, Modi went back to Ayodhya and staged a political rally. By associating himself with Ram and taking on the mantle of Hindu nationalism--even telling supporters that he was chosen by God--Modi has tried to distract from the high unemployment, rising prices, and hunger crisis that have marked his tenure as prime minister.

Read: Many Indians don't trust their elections anymore

But in transforming Ram, Modi has done much more than advance his own political ends. As stories such as the Ramayana are retold, they preserve their culture's traditions and distill its values. They provide heroes, meaning, and lessons that remain useful across time. Now one of India's most important stories--one that embodies the kind of tolerance that the modern constitution promises--is being replaced with a cooked-up tale of resentment and bigotry. It presumes that India is a Hindu nation, and that achieving peace and unity is simply a matter of subjugating, or expelling, the Muslims who live here.

As a Hindu, I find that story not only repugnant but also absurd. Before my grandmother died, she taught me that Hinduism loses nothing by tolerating other religions. Her Hinduism was not threatened by Muslims praying in public, eating meat in their own house, or marrying people who don't share their faith. Her Hinduism was light enough to carry in her memory, preserved by the stories that she was told as a kid and that she used to tell me. When those stories are lost, so is faith--not just religious faith, but faith in the kind of society they describe.

The BJP's poor showing yesterday, which included losing the constituency that houses the Ram temple, suggests that Indians are beginning to see through Modi's nationalist myth. They have an opportunity to reclaim the stories that helped form the country's ideals--and that can now help save them. As violence and prejudice have become chronic, India's children need those stories more than ever.
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Trump Will Never Rule Out a Bad Option

No matter how terrible

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump never wants to take any option off the table, no matter how weird, unsettling, or foolish it might be. Throughout his career, when journalists have asked the former president a hypothetical question about any topic, he never rejects the premise--his answer is pretty much always maybe or yes.

Reporters love an interview that makes news--one that brings fresh facts to the public. If a reporter gets a government official to say, under intense questioning, that, yes, he really wishes he could jack up taxes or eliminate Social Security, that is valuable information for the public on that person's thinking. But since President Trump seems constitutionally unable to say no, the usual newsmaking logic does not apply. Worse, reporters risk giving Trump bad ideas.

Last month, for example, a reporter in Texas asked Trump whether he would consider nominating Ken Paxton, the state's attorney general, for U.S. attorney general if he wins the presidency. "I would, actually," Trump said. "He's very, very talented. I mean, we have a lot of people that want that one and will be very good at it. But he's a very talented guy." Paxton hasn't previously been on reported lists of candidates, and he'd be an awful choice: He's under federal investigation, has acknowledged breaking laws that protect whistleblowers, and barely (and outrageously) escaped conviction in an impeachment trial last fall.

Perhaps Trump won't rule things out because he doesn't want to commit a gaffe or be seen as conceding anything, or he doesn't actually know enough about the topic at hand and is deflecting, or (frequently) some combination of these.

David A. Graham: Trump says he'll be a dictator on 'day one'

At times, the stakes of these hypothetical questions are pretty low. (Would you consider a value-added tax? Sure, maybe, who knows?) In many cases, the answers are basically meaningless chaff for the daily outrage cycle. (Would you consider Tucker Carlson for vice president? "Oh wow ... I like Tucker a lot! I guess I would!") But sometimes they have real-world ramifications. In one 2019 CBS News interview, Trump declined to rule out pardoning Roger Stone, and he ultimately did pardon him. In that same interview, he considered deploying U.S. troops to Venezuela (he did not, though the idea created diplomatic upheaval because even the most tossed-off thoughts of a U.S. president can shift geopolitics). Trump laid out his general approach plainly: "Well, I don't--I don't take anything off the table. I don't like to take things off the table," he told the host, Margaret Brennan.

Interviewers know this, which is one reason they keep asking. Time's Eric Cortellessa recently asked Trump whether he would step down following a second term or challenge the Constitution's Twenty-Second Amendment. "I'm at a point where I would, I think, you know, I would do that," Trump replied. "Look, it's two terms. I had two elections. I did much better on the second one than I did the first. I got millions more votes. I was treated very unfairly. They used COVID to cheat and lots of other things to cheat. But I was treated very unfairly."

Trump has mused about a third term previously, so Cortellessa wasn't conjuring the issue out of nowhere. One could argue that Trump's willingness to end democracy is the major question of this election. But following the Constitution ought to be an expectation for all candidates, rather than a campaign issue--and one could argue that bringing up a third term only provides Trump an opportunity to float seeking one. He's now discussing the possibility in public remarks.

In one May 2015 interview, both Trump and Bloomberg News reporters seemed to wink at the game they were playing.

"So what I want to ask you is, have you thought about this," a reporter began. "Would you be willing to meet with Kim Jong Un personally to try to reach a--"

"Breaking--we have breaking news. Is this going to be breaking news, Jennifer?" Trump asked one of the interviewers, Jennifer Jacobs, eliciting laughter. "Depends on what you say," she replied. What he said, of course, was that he would. He ultimately did meet with Kim, and the meeting was considered a botched job, one that did nothing to slow North Korea's nuclear program or threats.

David A. Graham: The Trump two step

In these incidents, the reporters are part of mainstream outlets, looking to use hypotheticals to make news. But sometimes a slightly different dynamic unfolds at conservative outlets, with Trump allies who have a different goal: to make Trump seem normal. This gambit seldom works--Trump is temperamentally unable to avoid making news, and besides that, he doesn't like to say no.

For example, in December, Sean Hannity sought to quash suggestions that Trump would abuse his powers if reelected. "Under no circumstances, you are promising America tonight, you would never abuse power as retribution against anybody?" Hannity asked. But Trump refused the lifeline. "Except for day one," Trump replied. "He says, 'You're not going to be a dictator, are you?' I said: 'No, no, no, other than day one. We're closing the border and we're drilling, drilling, drilling. After that, I'm not a dictator.'"

Journalists should not hesitate to ask Trump tough questions. But they ought to recognize they run the risk of implanting a bad idea.  In November 2015, Trump was speaking darkly about a need to crack down on terrorism: "We're going to have to do things that we never did before." Then, an interviewer from Yahoo News asked Trump "whether this level of tracking might require registering Muslims in a database or giving them a form of special identification that noted their religion." You can guess what happened next: "He wouldn't rule it out," the interviewer reported. The backlash was swift, but so was the excitement from Trump's base; the idea eventually morphed into his attempt to ban people from predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United States.

Maybe the whole Trump era is the result of a hypothetical question: In 1988, Oprah Winfrey hosted Trump on her show, where he talked about trade. "This sounds like political, presidential talk to me," Winfrey said. "I know people have talked to you about whether or not you want to run. Would you ever?" Trump was skeptical, but he didn't take it off the table: "I just probably wouldn't do it, Oprah. I probably wouldn't, but I do get tired of seeing what's happening with this country, and if it got so bad, I would never want to rule it out totally."
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The Near Future of Deepfakes Just Got Way Clearer

India's election was ripe for a crisis of AI misinformation. It didn't happen.

by Nilesh Christopher




Before the start of India's general election in April, a top candidate looking to unseat Prime Minister Narendra Modi was not out wooing voters on the campaign trail. He was in jail. Arvind Kejriwal, the chief minister of Delhi and the head of a political party known for its anti-corruption platform, was arrested in late March for, yes, alleged corruption. His supporters hit the streets in protest, decrying the arrest as a politically motivated move by Modi aimed at weakening a rival. (Kejriwal has maintained his innocence, and the Indian government has denied that politics played a role.)

Soon after the arrest, Kejriwal implored his supporters to stay strong. "There are some forces who are trying to weaken our country and its democracy," he said in a 34-second audio clip posted to social media by a fellow party member. "We need to identify those forces and fight them." It was not Kejriwal's actual voice, but rather a convincing AI voice clone reading a message that the real Kejriwal had written from behind bars. A couple of days later, Modi's supporters mocked Kejriwal's misfortune by sharing their own AI response: a montage of images in which Kejriwal is strumming a guitar from inside a prison cell, singing a melancholic Hindi song. In classic AI fashion, there are mangled fingers and a pastiche of human faces.

Throughout this election cycle--which ended yesterday in a victory for Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party after six weeks of voting and more than 640 million ballots cast--Indians have been bombarded with synthetic media. The country has endured voice clones, convincing fake videos of dead politicians endorsing candidates, automated phone calls addressing voters by name, and AI-generated songs and memes lionizing candidates and ridiculing opponents. But for all the concern over how generative AI and deepfakes are a looming "atomic bomb" that will warp reality and alter voter preferences, India foreshadows a different, stranger future.

Before this election, India was rightly concerned about deepfakes. As cheap, accessible AI tools such as voice cloning have made it possible for almost anyone to create a political spoof, the country has already witnessed AI scandals. In the lead-up to four state elections at the end of last year, the fact-checking publication Boom Live clocked roughly 10 election-related audio deepfakes, according to the deputy editor Karen Rebelo. If a dozen audio fakes emerged during just a few state elections, Rebelo thought, the national election would see unprecedented volumes. "It was truly terrifying," she told me. "I thought, We're going to see one a day or one an hour."

And indeed deepfakes, and especially audio clones, surfaced throughout the 2024 election cycle--including ones involving false election-result predictions, simulated phone conversations, and fake celebrity criticisms. In the first week of voting, deepfaked clips went viral of the Bollywood stars Aamir Khan and Ranveer Singh criticizing Modi--a big deal considering that India's film stars don't often chime in on politics. But the dire fears of Rebelo and others haven't materialized. Of the 258 election-related fact-checks that Boom Live did, just 12 involved AI-generated misinformation. Others counted more than 12 AI fakes. Digvijay Singh, a co-founder of Contrails.ai, a deepfake-detection firm in India, told me that he helped fact-checkers investigate and debunk a little over 30 pieces of AI-generated media in April and May.

You might need only one truly believable deepfake to stir up violence or defame a political rival, but ostensibly, none of the ones in India has seemed to have had that effect. The closest India got was when footage of India's home minister, Amit Shah, falsely claiming to abolish affirmative action for lower castes prompted arrests and threats of violence. Some outlets misreported the clip as a deepfake, but it had just been edited. In part, deepfakes haven't panned out because of the technology itself: The videos and images were not that high-quality, and audio clips, although they sometimes crossed the uncanny valley, were run through detection tools from companies such as Contrails.ai. Though not perfect, they can spot signs of manipulation. "These were easy to debunk, because we had the tools," Rebelo said. "I could test it immediately."



The main purpose of AI in Indian politics has not been to create deepfakes as they have conventionally been understood: an AI spoof of a candidate saying or doing something damaging, with ambiguity around whether it's real or fake. Days before Slovakia's election last fall, for example, a fake clip emerged of a major candidate talking about rigging the vote. Instead, in India, politicians and campaigns have co-opted AI to get out their messages. Consider maybe the weirdest use of AI during the election: The team of one candidate on the ballot for the Congress Party, India's national opposition, used AI to resurrect his deceased politician father in a campaign video. In the clip, H Vasanthakumar, a member of Parliament until he passed away in 2020, endorses his son as his "rightful heir." The hyper-real video, in which the late Vasanthakumar is dressed in a white shirt and a tricolored scarf,  garnered more than 300,000 views on Instagram, and more on WhatsApp.



At the same time, official social-media accounts of political parties have shared dozens of AI-augmented posts in jest, to troll, or as satire. Despite name-checking deepfakes as a "crisis" prior to the start of the election, Modi retweeted an obviously AI-created video of himself dancing to a Bollywood tune. Another meme grafted Modi's face and voice over an artist's in a music video titled "Thief," intended to criticize his close ties to billionaires. Whether these memes are believable is sometimes beside the point. Deception is not the primary goal--Indian voters can easily tell that Modi is not actually singing in a music video. It's to drive home a message on social media.



Synthetic media has especially come into play with personalized AI robocalls. There are clear pitfalls: The United States made using AI-generated voices for unsolicited calls illegal after New Hampshire residents received ones in the voice of President Joe Biden, urging them to skip voting in the primaries. But in India, AI robocalls are now a $60 million industry, and so far are used most widely by actual politicians. For a national leader such as Modi, whose main language is Hindi but who presides over a country with 22 official languages and hundreds of dialects, AI-generated calls enabled him to endorse candidates in Telugu, a South Indian language he doesn't speak. Local leaders also used AI to deliver personalized campaign calls in regional dialects to their respective constituents, addressing voters by name. More than 50 million AI-generated calls are estimated to have been made in the two months leading up to the Indian election in April--and millions more were made in May, my reporting revealed.



Although deepfakes have not been as destructive in India as many had feared, the use of generative AI to make people laugh, create emotional appeals to voters, and persuade people with hyper-personalized messages contributes to what academics call the risk of gradual accumulation of small problems, which erodes trust. Politicians who embrace generative AI, even with good intentions, may be flirting with danger. Feigning a personal connection with voters through AI could act as the stepping stone toward the real risk of targeted manipulation of the public. If personalized voice clones become normal, more troubling uses of the technology may no longer seem out of bounds. Similarly, a barrage of mostly innocuous AI content could still damage trust in democratic institutions and political structures by fuzzing the line between what's real and what's not. India has witnessed many cases of politicians falsely trying to spin damaging clips as deepfakes--a much more believable argument when politicians are already sharing their own AI messages.



As the U.S. and other countries head to the polls this year and reckon with the political consequences of AI, they may see something similar to what played out in India. The Democratic National Committee, for example, mocked a clip of Lara Trump singing by creating an AI-generated diss track. Deepfakes might still be a problem going forward as the technology progresses. "The question is whether the volume and effectiveness of the malicious and deceptive usages within this spectrum of human and political expression will grow," Sam Gregory, the executive director of the human-rights nonprofit Witness, told me. "All the trend lines for synthetic-media production point in that direction."



For now, there are still bigger misinformation concerns than deepfakes. On May 15, Rebelo's team at Boom Live fact-checked a video going around on social media that showed a major rival to Modi, Rahul Gandhi, predicting that the prime minister would win another term. Testing the audio clip on Contrails.ai showed that there had been no manipulation using AI. It was still fake: Someone had taken a video of Gandhi claiming that Modi would not stay in office and heavily altered it with jump cuts. Even in the era of AI, "just age-old edits might still be the most impactful attack," Contrails.ai's Singh told me.
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The Future of Labor

Can workers' power grow, even if union membership does not?

by Annie Lowrey




Is this the worst moment for the labor movement in recent memory, or the best? That question animated a conversion I recently had with Mary Kay Henry, who just stepped down as the president of the 2-million-member Service Employees International Union, having been an organizer for 43 years and led the SEIU for 14.

Positive sentiment toward unions has surged over the past decade. Interest in joining a union has surged. Petitions to form a union have surged. And a number of high-profile organizing drives have succeeded: among Uber and Lyft drivers, Amazon warehouse workers, Starbucks baristas, and Volkswagen manufacturing employees, in the staunchly anti-union South, no less. For its part, the SEIU has organized thousands of hospital employees, home health aides, and child-care workers in recent years.

And yet, just 11 percent of American workers were represented by a union as of 2023--a number that has been falling. Less than 7 percent of private-sector workers have union representation, down from 17 percent in 1983. During Henry's time leading the SEIU, membership was flat at roughly 2 million. Unions are financed by their members, and are at their most influential when negotiating on behalf of those members. Is it possible to have a stronger American labor movement without having a bigger one?

Henry thinks it is, and her innovation was to extend the SEIU's influence without expanding its ranks. A longtime strike leader, she took over as the president of the SEIU in 2010, a bleak year for organized labor and American workers in general. The Great Recession had ravaged the labor market. The union-approval rate had plunged to an all-time low of 48 percent. Republican politicians had capitalized on the trend to expand and strengthen right-to-work rules that prevented unions from collecting dues from nonmembers, sapping their ability to organize.

In 2012, an SEIU local helped organize a strike among employees of fast-food restaurants in New York City: Dozens of cashiers, janitors, and cooks for Burger King, KFC, McDonald's, Taco Bell, and Wendy's picketed instead of working their shifts, asking for $15 an hour and a union. Soon, thousands of workers across the country were picketing and walking off the job. The SEIU was instrumental in what became known as the Fight for $15 and a Union, providing organizing capacity, media relations, and millions of dollars in support.

The campaign seemed like a long shot. The federal minimum wage was just $7.25 at the time. Then-President Barack Obama and congressional Democrats were pushing for $9 an hour. Henry recalled Tom Harkin, then a Democratic senator representing Iowa, who had proposed $10.10 an hour, asking her, "What are you doing? This is ridiculous."

Moreover, the SEIU was spending money supporting the protests of workers who were not paying SEIU dues and had little prospect of becoming SEIU members. "There were questions inside our leadership about whether we should continue to back it," Henry told me, noting that most members of leadership thought the answer was no. "I just had an instinct, based on listening to the workers themselves, that we needed to continue, because we had to find a way to disrupt the decades-long attack on the labor movement that was unfolding."

The "tide shifted," Henry told me, when the Fight for $15 began galvanizing workers outside the fast-food industry. Workers at airports, colleges and universities, and hospitals decided to push for union representation. It really shifted when the Fight for $15 started notching tangible policy victories. SeaTac, Washington, voted to bump its minimum wage to $15 an hour in late 2013, followed by Seattle, dozens of cities and counties, several states, and a number of major employers. The Obama administration set a $10.10 an hour wage floor for federal contractors early in 2014. The National Employment Law Project estimates that the Fight for $15 helped generate $150 billion in wage increases for 26 million workers. "It became a movement far bigger than our institution," Henry told me.

"Mary Kay Henry helped revitalize the labor movement," Obama told me in an email. "She matched a fierce intelligence and dedication to social justice with deep empathy and a sharp sense of humor, and America is stronger today thanks to her efforts. I could not have asked for a better, more creative partner."

The Fight for $15 was not the only way the SEIU supported workers outside its ranks. In 2017, an SEIU local in Seattle--along with the nonprofits Casa Latina, Working Washington, and the National Domestic Workers Alliance--began pushing for the city to strengthen protections for nannies, housekeepers, and health aides. The city did so by passing a domestic workers' bill of rights and setting up a standards board, composed of labor advocates, employers, and workers. Domestic workers started to get a say in minimum wages, overtime rules, and insurance policies. And they got the aid of SEIU, even though they do not have the right to unionize in the United States.

Sectoral bargaining--in which unions negotiate with many employers or even an entire industry at a time, as is common in Europe--is also barred in the United States. But standards boards like the one in Seattle, also called workers' boards or industry councils, are legal. And more have cropped up: for farm laborers in New York, domestic workers in Philadelphia, nursing-home workers in Michigan, agricultural workers in Colorado, home-care workers in Nevada, arena workers in Detroit, and fast-food workers in California.

The SEIU is involved with many, allowing the union to "collectivize power" across unions and represent workers outside its ranks, Henry explained. For a union leader, she added, it is "kind of scary." Unions might end up accepting concessions together that they never would have agreed to individually. They might have to reorganize internally. They might have to figure out how and what to negotiate with policy makers, not just employers. But it is also thrilling, she argued, because the organizations are capable of aiding hundreds of thousands more workers than they would normally be able to. (The California fast-food council alone is writing rules for more than 550,000 workers, only a tiny sliver of whom are union members.)

She hopes that trend continues beyond her tenure. "How do we move from an incremental-growth strategy to the kind of industrial-growth strategy that the CIO had in the 1930s?" she asked me, referring to the Congress of Industrial Organizations, a New Deal-era union federation. "We need to imagine workers that aren't currently covered by labor law--home-care workers, child-care workers, farmworkers, everybody that was written out, and all these new jobs that have been created that nobody even imagined existing." She added: "One of my dreams has been to have four or five unions pool resources and think about the 5 million workers in the gig sector. Instead of trying to carve them up, how do we back all of them in making demands of Uber, Lyft, and Doordash?"

Of course, that kind of creative bargaining is necessary only because traditional organizing remains so difficult in the United States. The country's geography poses a challenge, since many workers are "dispersed" and there are not "natural congregation points," Suresh Naidu of Columbia University told me. More importantly, more than two dozen states have right-to-work laws. Companies commonly engage in illegal anti-union tactics with impunity: closing stores in which employees are organizing, firing organizers, interfering with employees who are organizing off-hours, and delaying negotiations with pro-union workers. "Labor law in the U.S. is broken," Henry told me. "That's why we've been so dedicated to trying to find solutions where workers can organize across sectors and geographies."

Yet doing that kind of work might be difficult if unions cannot expand their traditional ranks. Unions collect dues to pay for organizing: A union that is not growing, or in which more members are opting out of paying dues, is a union losing its traditional form of firepower. (Federal reporting forms show that the SEIU headquarters' budget swelled and then declined during Henry's tenure, with the Washington office collecting about $250 million a year from local unions, down from $270 million when she started.) With funds tight, members might want their union to focus on organizing and bargaining and stop advocating on behalf of unrepresented workers or spending millions on elections, as the SEIU now does. (When unions are required by law to ask members if they want their dues spent on campaigns, their political spending drops.)

Plus, when workers see wages rising everywhere, they may not feel compelled to give up part of their paycheck to a labor organization. Michael Strain, the director of economic-policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute, a right-of-center think tank, performed research showing that minimum-wage increases lead to reduced union membership. Unions, he told me, are in a "precarious" position if "public policy is substituting for what a union can deliver." That said, he added, "there's a real benefit to unions in engaging in these sorts of campaigns, because they are--I would say correctly--being perceived by a broader swath of the workforce as fighting for them."

Other countries have shown that small unions can still have a big impact. In France, a slim share of private-sector employees are union members, but nearly all workers are covered by a collective-bargaining agreement, Naidu noted. "It means something different to be a union member in France," he told me. "You're much more likely to be a union activist or closer to a steward," advocating for a broad group of workers.

Henry told me she believed that union density might begin to tick up in the United States. She pointed to the Volkswagen workers in Tennessee, who voted to form a union on their third try. She pointed to the National Labor Relations Board, whose general counsel is "for the first time in my 40 years actually trying to enforce the National Labor Relations Act on behalf of workers." She pointed to the extraordinary enthusiasm young people have for organized labor.

But if the situation doesn't change, the unions will have to.
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This Show Understands the Absurdity of Modern Existence

The mesmerizing new HBO series <em>Fantasmas</em> isn't exactly funny--but it <em>is </em>entirely relatable.

by Shirley Li




Halfway through HBO's new six-episode series Fantasmas, an entrepreneur named Denise explains the very particular service she provides: dressing up toilets in costumes. "It breaks my heart to see them naked, undignified, shivering in the cold as they swallow our daily filth," proclaims the woman, played by the Saturday Night Live alum Aidy Bryant. Like an overeager Vanna White, Denise shows off some of her designs: a bedazzled denim set, a silvery sheath, a bright-yellow skirt for a toilet that's--sorry, who's--"daydreaming of a Hawaiian honeymoon with a man she'll never meet." She then warns viewers not to ask her how much her wares cost.

The "ad" runs for almost three minutes. It nonsensically flashes back to Denise's childhood. It has nothing to do with anything in the plot of Fantasmas. It's silly and stupid and strange--and I couldn't stop laughing.

Fantasmas, which premieres Friday, is filled with such irresistible detours. Written and directed by the comedian Julio Torres, who's best known for masterminding some of SNL's most surreal sketches, such as "Papyrus" and "Wells for Boys," the half-hour series is Torres's latest absurdist experiment. He plays a version of himself, an artist also named Julio, who's trying to find a precious earring he lost. Along the way, he drifts into scenarios that seem to have no bearing on his quest but nonetheless contain layers of profundity. Denise's commercial, for instance, catches Julio's eye when it plays on a monitor at an internet cafe; by the time it ends, Julio is watching it on his phone, suggesting that he sought it out himself--or that it's just part of a stream of ubiquitous, unavoidable promotional #content everyone has to sit through. Julio couldn't look away, and Fantasmas is similarly mesmerizing. The show's incongruous sketches capture the preposterousness of trying to exist as an individual untethered from corporate entities, personal branding, and the abyss that is today's internet. It's not exactly funny, but it is entirely relatable.

Read: A movie that understands the absurdity of the American dream

To anyone familiar with Torres's work, including his recent film, Problemista, and the delightful comedy series Los Espookys, these themes may not seem new. Torres regularly uses audacious visuals to interrogate the logic of living in our late-capitalist era; there's nothing more amusing, his stories insist, than being in a world that values companies over people, that forces humans to endure bureaucratic labyrinths just to deem themselves, well, human.

But even compared with Torres's other projects, Fantasmas is uniquely confounding. Its narrative, for starters, is almost shapeless. Julio's lost earring offers the lightest of plot anchors, leaving Fantasmas prone to tangents about whatever's been on Torres's mind: the flawed U.S. health-care system, the influencer economy, The Dress (you know, the one that's white and gold). Precious screen time gets spent exploring, say, a robot's attempt to break into acting or a vicious legal battle between one of Santa's overworked elves and his bosses. Some episodes scrutinize Julio's insistence on prioritizing creativity over consumerism, questioning whether his defiance is genuine or a gimmick. His manager, Vanesja (the j is silent, naturally), played wonderfully by the performance artist Martine Gutierrez, pushes Julio to star in a credit-card commercial. A network executive encourages Julio to write a script about coming out to his abuela. Julio accepts these requests despite his insistence that he won't commodify his identity, because how else is he supposed to make rent? He doesn't even have the new identification document called the "proof of existence."

Read: The strangely charming world of Los Espookys

As always with Torres's work, there's plenty of cheerful whimsy in Fantasmas. Tilda Swinton voices the element of water. Steve Buscemi plays the letter Q. But the show's most impressive flourish is the way it evokes puppet theater: The actors roam sets that look unfinished, the camera frequently tracks them from a bird's-eye view, and when Julio thinks, his thoughts pop up like silent-film intertitles. Fantasmas is an explosion of Torres's sensibility, and its aesthetic verve is perhaps the best and most meta thing about it. He used HBO's money--corporate spoils, if you will--to make something that doesn't look made for TV but more like an unusually pointed Dr. Seuss book. (Oh, the Sponsored Content You'll Make!)

The word fantasmas, Julio explains early in the series, means "ghosts" in Spanish. It's what he wants to call the color "clear," a shade he pitches to the crayon company Crayola. He's incorporated this joke into his stand-up material in the past, but like the show's own concepts, such recycling serves a new purpose. If his other recent work has come with a noticeable melancholy amid the surrealism, Fantasmas offers pure, playful glee. To some viewers, there may be no use for a clear crayon. But others may see what Julio sees: that it's one more way to turn what's frustrating about this world into something more fun.
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Europe Braces for Trump's Return

A conversation with McKay Coppins about America's bruised international reputation

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 people around the world, the outcome of the U.S. presidential race is an existential question. When my colleague McKay Coppins visited four allied countries in Europe and spoke with European diplomats, government workers, and politicians, he observed "a sense of alarm bordering on panic at the prospect of Donald Trump's reelection." I spoke with McKay about the heightened anxiety among allied countries who view Trump as a looming threat to the stability of the global order.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Lara Trump failed the Hogan test.
 	Good on Paper: Who really benefits from the great remote-work experiment?
 	The most beautiful stroke in tennis




Divide and Distract

Stephanie Bai: In your article, you quote European diplomats and politicians who are very alarmed about the U.S. election and a potential Trump win. Yet you note that Americans largely "aren't thinking about Europe much at all." Why is there such a mismatch in each party's concern about the other?

McKay Coppins: That was one of the things that most struck me while reporting: the imbalance in attention that America and Europe pay to each other's domestic politics. In Europe, I would meet officials who could cite granular polling from Iowa or Michigan. If you asked the average American about European politics, I think you would probably get a blank stare. It's understandable on some level that Americans are focused on our own domestic problems, such as inflation, the economy, and immigration. European countries rely on America, but most Americans don't think we rely on Europe to a similar degree.

What I was hoping this story would do, first of all, is to show Americans just how high the stakes of this election are for people's day-to-day lives in Europe. And then, also, to help them understand that America won't be isolated from the consequences of a collapse of the established global order. Those effects would find their way back to the average American.

Stephanie: What could some of those consequences look like?

McKay: At some point in almost every conversation, the European officials I spoke with would point to how America benefits from trade agreements with Europe and how instability on their continent would find a way back to American pocketbooks. All that is true. But I was almost depressed that the Europeans had apparently decided that the only way they could get through to their American allies was to convince us that it was good for our bottom line to prevent Russia from attacking them. The alliance between Europe and America is supposed to be rooted in something more idealistic and meaningful than economic interests. That's a part of it, but it's also about shared commitment to democratic values.

Stephanie: It does strike me as a luxury for Americans to mostly focus on our domestic ailments when some of these Eastern European countries are looking down the barrel of a potential Russian invasion.

McKay: Part of being an American is enjoying all kinds of security and protection and luxuries that much of the world doesn't take for granted. That was driven home for me most potently when I visited Estonia, a tiny country that borders Russia. I went to the city of Narva, which is separated from Russia by one bridge and a river, and I spent some time with this guy who works at the border checkpoint. His day-to-day life is shaped by the reality that a belligerent nuclear power exists right on the other side of this river. And if not for NATO, if not for America's commitment to its European allies, Russia could roll a tank across that border and start to conquer Estonia. I think it's hard for the average American to grasp that. I grasped it intellectually before I went there, but there was something really affecting about seeing just how precarious life feels when you're right there on the border.

Stephanie: "To understand why European governments are so worried about Trump's return," you wrote, "you could look at the exceedingly irregular tenure of Trump's ambassador to Germany, Richard Grenell." The strong-arm approach of Trump and Grenell sometimes produced successful policy outcomes, such as getting more NATO countries to increase their military spending--but how effective is their brand of diplomacy in the long run?

McKay: Trump's "America First" diplomacy got short-term results in some cases. For example, Richard Grenell was able to extract some policy concessions from the Germans because he was so belligerent and willing to burn bridges. But there are trade-offs to that style of diplomacy. The trade-offs are more long-term, but they're a lot more serious.

I spoke to a lot of Germans who said that Grenell's tenure left them wrestling with really difficult questions about their relationship with the United States. They had always kind of believed, even when they had disagreed with previous administrations, that they could count on America to support NATO and to stand up to autocrats. Now a lot of German officials are wondering if America is just another ruthlessly transactional superpower, not all that different from China or Russia. I suppose readers have to answer this question for themselves: Is it worth trading America's reputation for some short-term policy concessions?

Stephanie: Victoria Nuland, the recently departed undersecretary for political affairs at the State Department, told you: "If you are an adversary of the United States ... it would be a perfect opportunity to exploit the fact that we're distracted." Have other countries already exploited our domestic turmoil?

McKay: Everyone around the world has taken note of the fact that America's domestic political scene is more chaotic and divided than it's been in many decades. We've seen reports, for example, that Russia, China, and Iran are undertaking pretty extensive propaganda and disinformation campaigns that draw on our domestic divisions to further divide and distract us. I think that we will see a lot more of that going forward.

This is one of the unknowns of a second Trump term: How much more distracted and chaotic can America get? If we take him at his word, his reelection would bring a lot more upheaval to domestic American politics. And the result would be a lot more upheaval around the world.

Related:

	What Europe fears
 	Trump will abandon NATO.




Today's News

	Wisconsin's attorney general filed felony charges against three people who worked for Donald Trump and helped submit paperwork that falsely claimed Trump had won the state in 2020.
 	Attorney General Merrick Garland testified before the House Judiciary Committee. Some Republican representatives have threatened to hold him in contempt because he refused to hand over the audio tapes from Special Counsel Robert K. Hur's investigation into President Joe Biden.
 	Prime Minister Narendra Modi appears to have won a third term based on the early results of India's general election. His party seems unlikely to win a majority of the legislative seats, because of the strong challenge mounted by the opposition party.




Evening Read


A 1905 medical drawing from Trattato Completo di Ostetricia (by Esnesto Bumm and Cesare Merletti) illustrates the human placenta. VintageMedStock / Getty



A Breakthrough in Preventing Stillbirths

By Claire Marie Porter

When Mana Parast was a medical resident in 2003, she had an experience that would change the course of her entire career: her first fetal autopsy.
 The autopsy, which pushed Parast to pursue perinatal and placental pathology, was on a third-trimester stillbirth. "There was nothing wrong with the baby; it was a beautiful baby," she recalls. We're not done, she remembers her teacher telling her. Go find the placenta.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump's big new megaphone
 	Psychedelics are challenging the scientific gold standard.
 	Stop trying to understand Kafka.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic



Try your hand. Lawrence Wood holds the all-time record in the New Yorker caption contest. Here are some of his tips on how to beat him at his own game.

Listen. The latest episode of How to Know What's Real explores how to determine what is "real life," now that the internet and AI are integrated into so much that we do.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Lara Trump Failed the Hogan Test

The Republican Party is turning away from candidates who support the rule of law.

by David A. Graham




In this era of political correctness and cancel culture, it's amazing what you just can't say anymore. Like, for example, that the rule of law is good and worthy of respect.

That's what the Republican U.S. Senate candidate Larry Hogan is finding out. Last week, minutes before a jury announced that it had found former President Donald Trump guilty of 34 felonies, Hogan, who is running in Maryland, posted on X: "Regardless of the result, I urge all Americans to respect the verdict and the legal process. At this dangerously divided moment in our history, all leaders--regardless of party--must not pour fuel on the fire with more toxic partisanship. We must reaffirm what has made this nation great: the rule of law."

This is extremely mild stuff. Once upon a time, respecting the rule of law was not controversial. Not anymore. Chris LaCivita, a Trump aide who is also a top Republican National Committee official, replied, "You just ended your campaign." And on CNN's State of the Union on Sunday, the RNC co-chair (and Trump daughter-in-law) Lara Trump refused to say whether the RNC would support Hogan's campaign but attacked the anodyne statement furiously.

Adam Serwer: Trump wishes his trial were rigged

"I will tell you one thing. I don't support what he just said there. I think it's ridiculous," she said. "He doesn't deserve the respect of anyone in the Republican Party at this point and, quite frankly, anybody in America, if that's the way you feel. That's very upsetting to hear that."

This is deeply corrosive. Lara Trump is well within her rights to be upset about anyone criticizing her father-in-law. The RNC can even cut Hogan off if it wants; political parties can back or not back whomever they choose. And anyone is entitled to questionable arguments about the verdict. But although Trump wasn't ready to announce anything as drastic as a decision about political spending, she had no hesitations about blasting Hogan for respecting the rule of law, a hallmark of the American experiment.

(One person who's probably not upset about all of this is Hogan, a former governor who's trying to win a Senate seat in a very blue state and who has been running ads on TV saying that the GOP can't rely on his vote. What better way to demonstrate that than a public feud with the RNC?)

Less than 15 years ago, when Barack Obama criticized the Supreme Court for its ruling in Citizens United in his 2010 State of the Union speech, he faced a chorus of critics from both the right and the left, saying that such a public attack on the justices was inappropriate. Today, as Lara Trump attacks the rule of law itself, "responsible" Trump-skeptical conservatives are criticizing her, but rather than recoiling from the substance, they seem mostly worried that she is endangering the GOP's chances at winning a Senate seat: "Internecine warfare may make for some lively prime-time cable news segments, but it's no way to run a national party," writes Noah Rothman. What about a nation, though?

In a separate interview over the weekend, Donald Trump suggested--or, depending on your view, made a veiled threat--that if he were sentenced to jail, mass violence might result. These flashy statements rightly drew a great deal of attention. But as my colleagues Ali Breland and Juliette Kayyem wrote, the immediate danger of serious violence seems low.

Read: The MAGA internet calls for war

Lara Trump's statements are less flashy, but they, too, pose a great danger in the long run. Scholars who study threats to democracy have found that the words and actions of political leaders are an essential factor in driving the spread and effect of anti-democratic attitudes. The presidential scholar and occasional Atlantic contributor Tim Naftali predicted on Friday that trashing the judicial system would become a new litmus test for any Republican who wants to remain in Donald Trump's good graces. He's already being proved right.
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The Most Beautiful Stroke in Tennis

The value of the single-handed backhand lay not in a player's strength but in his creativity.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams




For my 34th birthday, in 2015, I received two tickets to the men's quarterfinal of the French Open. I'm a Rafael Nadal loyalist, and I hoped to cheer for the King of Clay. I ended up seeing the Swiss-on-Swiss pairing of Roger Federer and Stanislas Wawrinka. This turned out to be a mercy, because I missed Novak Djokovic become only the second man ever to defeat Nadal at Roland-Garros, and was treated instead to some of the most beautiful groundstrokes I have ever seen.

Wawrinka, who would go on to upset Djokovic in the final, was playing the best tennis of his life, stretching the court to open up Pythagorean angles. What struck me most about that match, other than the straight-set ease with which Wawrinka subdued a 33-year-old Federer--then still widely considered the greatest in the game--was the aesthetic mirroring of their backhand play. Both Federer and Wawrinka opt for a single-handed grip, which led to a number of exquisite backhand rallies the likes of which a contemporary fan almost never gets to enjoy.

The French Open is the most eccentric of the slams, played on an impractical surface of ground brick that must be raked and swept and alternately moistened and kept dry. Conditions shift with the fickleness of the Parisian thermometer, and points are drawn out from the slower bounces. The main court, Philippe-Chatrier, is far smaller and more intimate than Arthur Ashe Stadium, in Queens, and the players, smudged with sweat and dirt, appear human and vulnerable as they lunge and slide across the burnt-sienna stage.

At 2-2 in the third-set tiebreak, Wawrinka served down the center to Federer's deuce court. Federer returned cross-court with his balletic single-handed backhand, to which Wawrinka responded with a forehand. Federer ran behind the ball and whipped a forehand cross-court again, to Wawrinka's masterful single-handed backhand. They exchanged eight strokes this way, holding each other in check, until Federer sliced a backhand again, changing the rhythm just enough to allow Wawrinka the chance to disguise an identical-looking backhand that shot instead directly down the deuce-court line. A defeated Federer doubled over, hanging his head.

What is so compelling about the one-handed backhand is the way a talented player can use the motion, especially on the run, to conceal until the last possible moment the direction of his shot. Power and consistency aren't the only skills involved; there's also subterfuge, and therefore artistry. More than any other stroke in tennis, the one-handed backhand is as good as the player using it. Its value rests on their ability to veil intent, change direction and pace, and foresee unusual angles. In other words, it is more dependent on a player's creativity than on his strength. It becomes a kind of signature that no one else can forge.

The shot, sadly, is almost obsolete. A few days ago, Le Monde published a "Requiem for the One-Handed Backhand, Emblem of Romantic Tennis." "Here lies the one-handed backhand, the Apollo that lovers of beautiful play thought immortal," the writer laments. So far this year, just two players ranked in the top 10--Stefanos Tsitsipas at No. 9 and Grigor Dimitrov at 10--have used a one-handed backhand, the fewest since records have been kept. Flamboyance, artistry, the elaborate and improvisational construction of points through varied technique--have been subsumed by the supreme value of efficiency.

A two-handed backhand is certainly more efficient; it's essentially another forehand, generating superior pace and control. Improvements in racquet technology and strength training have allowed tennis to evolve into a contest of power-hitting and baseline defense, and a two-handed grip better protects a player from deep balls bouncing high above the waist. Federer's reliance on the single-handed backhand is one reason he struggled so mightily against the loopy topspin of Nadal, who--truly we will never see his kind again--plays like a lefty though he's actually right-handed. It is also why, with what is probably the most effective two-handed backhand in the history of the game, Djokovic became the winningest man in tennis of all time.

Read: The unbearable greatness of Djokovic

And yet, winning isn't quite everything. (And this is not a denial of Djokovic's dominance--I concede.) Fans respect and honor margins of statistical superiority, but when the balance tips too far away from style, we can't help but feel depleted. Here lies the realm of the inhuman. This is why so few basketball fans outside San Antonio ever fell in love with the Spurs under Tim Duncan. If efficiency were all that mattered, we would be interested in the chess played only by Stockfish and AlphaZero.

In fact, the world of chess exemplifies the bleakness of allegiance to efficiency. Computer analysis has homogenized the game seemingly irreversibly. The intuitive brilliance of previous grandmasters such as Paul Morphy and Bobby Fischer would wither today before the irrefutable "number-crunching," as Garry Kasparov called it, of players trained through the computer's lens. All the top players spend months preparing for each tournament, studying with the aid of computers to identify the slightest positional advantage. The former world champion Viswanathan Anand once told The New Yorker, "Every decision we make, you can feel the computer's influence in the background." The highest-ranked chess player of all time, Magnus Carlsen, recently decided not even to defend his title in the world championships. One reason, he admitted, was that he no longer thinks the tournament is any fun.

This preference for brute efficiency has become the defining characteristic across practically every field of human endeavor. Verve and idiosyncrasy are indulgences. Even an unguardable move such as Kareem Abdul-Jabbar's iconic "skyhook" would lose its luster in today's money-balled NBA, where the statisticians have proved that the smartest way to play involves enormous quantities of three-point shots. There have perhaps never been more talented athletes and marksmen and less variety of gameplay. Everyone leverages the same generic (if often impressive) step-back three. Whereas human ingenuity and beauty flourishes within the framework of constraint, the fact that these deep shots are even more effective when a player shuffles in a third step--i.e., when he travels--has only meant that the rules themselves have had to be ignored to accommodate the innovation.

With the advent of artificial intelligence, the efficiency bias looms everywhere. In the field of illustration, how long will the frail human hand, no matter how deft, be able to compete? What about journalism? The media company Gannett is experimenting with AI-generated summaries at the top of articles so that savvy readers can eschew the burden of considered and structured text and receive bullet-point briefings in its place. Even when it comes to literal romance, where one might be forgiven for believing that romantic gestures ought to remain safe, Whitney Wolfe Herd, the founder of the dating app Bumble, speculated that the future of dating will involve AI "concierges" meeting with other AI personas to set their eponymous humans up on dates. "There is a world where your dating concierge could go and date for you with other dating concierges," Wolfe said. "And then you don't have to talk to 600 people."

In a March interview with GQ, a reporter mentioned to Federer that, at that moment, not one men's player in the top 10 used a single-handed backhand. "That's a dagger right there," Federer replied. "I felt that one. That was personal." Widely considered to have epitomized the aesthetic possibilities of the game while--for a time at least--accumulating more titles than had ever been thought possible, Federer's career was proof that an all-around skill set can be both highly efficient and profound.

And yet, in that same conversation, even he admitted to teaching his own children to hit the ball with two hands. He was, he confessed, "a bad custodian of the one-hander."
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How I Became the Ken Jennings of the <em>New Yorker</em> Caption Contest

I hold the competition's all-time record. And I might have some insight into how you can beat me at my own game.

by Lawrence Wood




When my twin daughters were 10, they created an animated slideshow depicting scenes from our life. One slide showed a cartoon version of me happily daydreaming on the toilet with my pants around my ankles. Above my head they put a thought bubble that read, "New Yorker, New Yorker, New Yorker."

This got a big laugh, and deservedly so. I have spent much of the past 25 years obsessing over that magazine's cartoon-caption contest, in which readers compete to supply the cleverest line of dialogue to a captionless drawing. I have entered more than 900 contests, losing almost all of them. But, because I have won eight contests, and made it to the final round in seven others, I hold the all-time caption-contest record. And I might have some insight into how you can beat me at my own game.

Every Monday morning, The New Yorker posts a new captionless cartoon, and every Monday morning, before I do anything else, I stare at the drawing until I've come up with at least three ideas. Technically, readers have a week to submit a caption--but I never wait that long. Once I have my three ideas, I send them to a few trusted friends for their reactions. Often they ignore me. Sometimes I don't even give them a chance to respond, because I simply can't get on with my day until I've submitted my entry.

Clearly something's wrong with me. The chances of becoming a finalist are infinitesimally small, but that has never discouraged me, even though it should have. In fact, when the contest started in its weekly format, in 2005, I was sure that I would make it to the finalists' round every week, and every week I was disappointed. Still, I never considered the possibility that I could stop trying. This was partly for the pure love of the game--as the former cartoon editor Bob Mankoff told me, "If you have a talent for the contest, your brain starts to itch when you see a captionless drawing"--but mostly because I wanted to become part of a New Yorker cartoon. I also wanted what the late film critic Roger Ebert, who won the contest 13 years ago after 106 unsuccessful attempts, called the glory of seeing one's name in the magazine.

I finally won in 2007, when the contest featured a drawing of an angry woman chastising her husband for giving money to a panhandling dolphin. My caption was "If he's so damn intelligent, let him get a job."

Winning that contest was thrilling, and my excitement has only grown with each succeeding victory. But I know, because my wife and friends keep reminding me, that not everyone shares my obsession, so I try to pretend I don't care that much. When I meet new people, I never bring up the contest on my own--deep down, though, I hope someone else will, because it's all I want to talk about. (You can imagine my delight when an editor at The Atlantic asked me to write this article.)

Read: My friend Jules Feiffer

People often ask me what the trick is to winning. There is no one secret (other than compulsively, doggedly participating every single week), but I have learned a few lessons over the years, some from experience, some from my research for my book about the caption contest. Some are obvious--or ought to be. Make sure, for example, that you understand which character is supposed to be talking. You would be surprised at how many people screw that one up.

The contest is a comic puzzle that typically demands the reconciliation of two disparate elements--prisons and angels, bald eagles and toupees, an anthropomorphic train and a bar--so try to connect them as cleverly as possible. A drawing by Farley Katz showed a group of skydivers plummeting toward the earth. Next to them were the dancers from Henri Matisse's painting "La Danse." The winning caption had one of the skydivers saying, "Matisse now; Pollock later." That's not only clever--and dark--but really funny.

A particularly effective tactic is to think of a familiar turn of phrase that takes on a new and humorous meaning within the context of the cartoon. One contest featured a drawing of what appears to be a lawyer engaged in settlement negotiations on behalf of a dog. I thought my entry--"He'll negotiate, but he won't beg"--was pretty good, but it came in second. The winning caption was superior: "My client is prepared to walk."

Don't be vulgar. You can find profanity in The New Yorker, even in some of its cartoons--a Liana Finck classic is set in the Garden of Eden, where Eve is looking at the serpent and saying, "Holy shit--a talking snake!"--but you won't find such language in the contest. When the New Yorker cartoonist Zachary Kanin worked as Mankoff's assistant and had what he called the "fun but also soul-crushing" job of reviewing thousands of contest entries every week, he automatically ruled out any that included the word fuck.

Should your caption be funny? Perhaps surprisingly, there's some controversy around this point. In an article for Slate published not long after I won my first contest, Patrick House, a Stanford-trained neuroscientist who won Contest No. 145, cautioned against submitting anything genuinely laugh-out-loud funny. To do so, he argued, would discomfit the neurotic, introverted New Yorker reader. "Your caption should elicit, at best, a mild chuckle," he wrote.

I disagreed. Though many winning captions, including some of mine, were merely clever, I thought the best were genuinely funny. Could I be wrong?

Vindication came some years later, when Harry Bliss, who drew the cartoon that was featured in the contest Patrick House won, asked me to caption some of his drawings--and then tossed me aside, as any sane person would, to work exclusively with Steve Martin. When it comes to comedy, who are you going to trust: a neuroscientist from Stanford, or one of the greatest comedians of all time? If the format is funny enough for Steve Martin, it's funny.

My success in the contest has come with unexpected benefits, including a free MRI (it's a long story) and the opportunity to contribute, along with several professional humor writers, to Esquire's annual "Dubious Achievements" feature in 2018. There has been only one drawback. Whenever I meet people who have entered the contest but never made it to the finalists' round, they ask me to confirm that they were robbed. I always say they were, but I generally don't mean it. Usually, I agree with the judge who dismissed their submission. Unfortunately, I think they can tell. According to my wife, my voice goes up an octave when I lie.

But I understand these people. Like them, I am convinced against reason that every caption I submit should, at the very least, be selected as a finalist. That unshakable and usually unwarranted confidence in my own work is part of what keeps me entering a weekly contest I almost always lose, and it has been key to my occasional success. It will probably keep me entering the next 900 contests, too.
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When the Culture Wars Came for the Theater

A new book sees the reactionary response to a New Deal-era arts initiative as a precursor to today's cultural divisions.

by Isaac Butler


Poster for Federal Theatre Project presentation of "It Can't Happen Here" dramatized by Sinclair Lewis & J.C. Moffitt at the Adelphi Theatre, New York. (Work Projects Administration Collection / Library of Congress)



From our current vantage point it may be hard to believe this, but during the worst economic crisis the United States has ever seen, the government decided to spend more than half a billion of today's dollars to support the arts. Federal Project Number One, an offshoot of the Works Progress Administration, was a New Deal program that employed artists to make meaningful work all over the nation. One of its initiatives, the small but mighty Federal Theatre Project, accomplished something remarkable: From 1935 to 1939, it created a truly national theater with a distinctly American character, and revitalized an industry that was losing a war with the movies for both audience numbers and cultural impact. Unlike the state theaters of continental Europe, which were largely based in capital cities and set an artistic standard for their country, the FTP opened shows simultaneously across the nation, with scripts lightly tailored to their region, making theater relevant to everyone.

The Federal Theatre Project is best remembered for launching the career of Orson Welles, inventing a new documentary-theater form called the Living Newspaper, and investing in Black art through its Negro Units--as well as for its ignominious downfall. In 1939, Representative Martin Dies and the House Un-American Activities Committee accused the program of being a Communist front and of producing New Deal propaganda. These accusations were difficult for the FTP and its director, Hallie Flanagan, to fight, both because the project lacked public support from the WPA and because some of the claims were at least partly true. Only four years after its launch, the FTP's budget was eliminated by Congress, and it shut down.

Theater folk love a romantic lost cause, as anyone who has seen Les Miserables can attest, so it's hard to spend time in the industry and not become enamored of the FTP. The latest to do so is the renowned scholar James Shapiro, author of Shakespeare in a Divided America and the brilliant The Year of Lear. His new book, The Playbook: A Story of Theater, Democracy, and the Making of a Culture War, documents the rise of both the Federal Theatre Project and its antagonist Martin Dies, along with the death of the former at the hands of the latter.  Shapiro sees this collision of American art, the federal government, and the reactionary right as a precursor to and source of our present culture wars, in which Communist has been replaced with woke and certain right-wingers seek to use the power of the state to control the books we read and the culture we produce. While these two eras have things in common, the search for parallels puts a presentist filter over the story of the FTP that is ultimately the book's undoing.

Throughout, Shapiro depicts the history of the FTP as a battle between titanic, eternal forces. In one corner is Dies, portrayed as the Reactionary With a Thousand Faces, the man who "begat Senator Joseph McCarthy, who begat Roy Cohn, who begat Donald Trump, who begat the horned 'QAnon Shaman.'" Fighting against these forces are the Federal Theater Project and Flanagan. Together, they represent the noble art of theater, which has "always been about social conflict and questioning the status quo." This clash "would have a lasting impact on American cultural life, and, inevitably, on the resilience of the nation's democracy," Shapiro asserts, "for the health of democracy and theater, twin-born in Ancient Greece, has always been mutually dependent."

Although theater was born at roughly the same time and place as democracy, Shapiro is mistaking correlation for causation. It's particularly odd for a Shakespeare scholar of Shapiro's immense gifts and knowledge to assert that democracy and theater go hand in hand. Shakespeare and his brilliant colleagues in London's theater scene lived and worked during the reigns of Queen Elizabeth and King James. Both of these rulers were many things, but enthusiasts for democracy they were not. Playwrights of this era wrote under an official censorship regime, and one of the early traveling companies during Elizabeth's reign was run by her spymaster. The model of tragedy they worked from was based on the works of the Roman writer and stoic philosopher Seneca the Younger, who was the tutor, and later adviser, of Emperor Nero. Some of Russia's greatest dramatists wrote within an even more extreme censorship system under the czars. America's own theatrical golden age, which began in the late 1940s, did take place during a time of progressive democratic gains, but it was also a period when Jim Crow laws and white-supremacist terrorism effectively shut Black Americans out of democratic participation in large swaths of the country.

Read: The man who transformed American theater

Dissident art creates a vital outlet for the democratic spirit, but when it comes to the mainstream, the arts' most durable relationship is not with democracy but with nationalism. Theater has long been a way for societies to declare their greatness and define their national character; investment in theater has often coincided with countries' emergence onto the world stage. Domestic theater grew dramatically in sophistication and popularity in Russia after the defeat of Napoleon in 1812, in England under Elizabeth I, in Spain during the rise of its empire in the 16th century, and in the United States after it became one of the world's two superpowers at the end of World War II. When federal arts funding was resurrected in the U.S. more than a decade after the FTP's death, it was in part so that artistic work could showcase the superiority of America to the Soviet Union.

This funding took two forms, one covert and one official. As the journalist and historian Frances Stonor Saunders documented in The Cultural Cold War, the CIA secretly steered funding and career opportunities to American artists and writers via various front groups, such as the Congress for Cultural Freedom. These groups sponsored musical events, including concerts presenting orchestral works that had been censored in Eastern Europe and tours featuring Louis Armstrong. In the literary world, it supported The Paris Review (co-founded by the CIA employee Peter Matthiessen); influenced PEN International, the literary free-speech organization, to pursue American interests; and had a hand in the publishing of at least a thousand books. The Congress for Cultural Freedom also helped the Museum of Modern Art mount multiple shows of abstract expressionists and New York School painters in Europe. Ironically, these same artists were simultaneously being denounced in the Capitol. The iconoclasm that made them such great representatives of America's individualist genius also made them dangerous nonconformists and suspected Communists.

More overtly, in the 1960s Congress created the National Endowment for the Arts. Its founding legislation is explicitly nationalistic in tone. "The world leadership which has come to the United States," Congress declared, "cannot rest solely upon superior power, wealth, and technology, but must be solidly founded upon worldwide respect and admiration for the Nation's high qualities as a leader in the realm of ideas and of the spirit." Partly as a way of differentiating the NEA from the Soviet model, the endowment established a peer-review panel for selecting grantees that was meant to shield recipients from political interference.

This system of independence lasted until the early 1990s, when modern heirs to Martin Dies, such as Senator Jesse Helms, worked to break the NEA's spine, killing its most innovative programs, doing away with almost all of its grants to individual artists, drastically cutting its funding, and inserting decency language into its funding guidelines. (The peer-review system is still in place today, but it no longer supports individual artists other than writers and translators, and as Michael Brenson writes in his book Visionaries and Outcasts, the work the NEA backs now is far more conservative and populist than what came before.) It's not a coincidence that the crushing of the endowment occurred immediately after the fall of the Soviet Union; with its major rival vanquished, the U.S. government didn't need the arts to advertise the greatness of the American way of life anymore. Lacking a nationalistic purpose, many arts advocates have struggled to make a compelling case for arts funding.

One argument frequently floated is that the arts are fundamentally virtuous, and make us better people. There are many versions of this claim, from music assisting with the development of math skills, to fiction's ability to expand our empathy, to Shapiro's assertion that theater is good for democracy. The arts can aid in enriching our democracy; they can make us more alive, more human, less lonely, and wiser. But they will never do so if we simply assume that they're good for us by the mere fact of their existence. The arts deserve appreciation and funding even when they may not be good for us. Art is where we go to express the fullness of ourselves, including the parts that are broken, and to bear witness to the fullness of the other. Art reflects the dreamworld of the self, and our dreams are not always virtuous, nor are they under our control. But it is precisely this complexity that makes the arts necessary.

Read: Why activism leads to so much bad writing

In reducing the Federal Theatre Project's story to a parable for the present day, The Playbook misses an opportunity to mine that complexity. The FTP produced more than a thousand shows, ranging from boulevard comedy to experimental dance. It operated all over the country and employed hundreds of people. Yet The Playbook focuses only on a small handful of shows in chapters that fail to connect to one another, or give the overarching story of the FTP its due. The resulting book is a number of exegeses of specific productions bookended by a couple of chapters about the House Un-American Activities Committee, rather than a coherent story. Some of the specific productions Shapiro chooses to highlight--which include an all-white dance performance set to Black protest music and a satire on racism by two Black men that the FTP insisted be rewritten so as not to offend white viewers--also make a poor case for theater as a bastion of democracy.

The primary purpose of history is not to find lessons for our time, but to understand the past. Sifting through the complex record of the Federal Theatre Project and the Dies Committee to find contemporary resonance risks covering up as much as is reveals. What makes Hallie Flanagan's stewardship of the FTP so inspiring is that she never took the virtue or relevance of theater for granted. Flanagan and her colleagues made theater an important expression of the American democratic experiment through force of will, passion, and ingenuity. And although, yes, that experiment was destroyed through a mix of reactionary perfidy and liberal wimpiness, the meaning of its story is not solely contained in its ending. The life of the Federal Theatre Project--filled, as the democratic project itself is, with triumphs and failures, arguments and coalitions, power, rage, love, and pain--is suffused with complicated, contradictory meaning, all on its own.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/06/playbook-james-shapiro-book-review/678586/?utm_source=feed
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        What Trump's Total GOP Control Means Next
        Ronald Brownstein

        The sweeping attacks from Republican elected officials against former President Donald Trump's conviction on 34 felony counts last week send a clear signal that if he wins a second term, he will face even less internal resistance from the GOP than he did during his first four years in the White House.Republican pushback was rare enough in his first term, against even Trump's most extreme ideas and actions, but it did exist in pockets of Congress and among appointees inside his own administration ...

      

      
        The Two-Time Trump Voters Who Have Had Enough
        Sarah Longwell

        The day after former President Donald Trump was convicted of 34 felonies, I sat down for a focus group with nine voters from across the country who voted for him twice and don't want to vote for him again. They are not, however, all committed to voting for President Joe Biden instead.[Quinta Jurecic: Trump, defeated]These are the "double haters": the chunk of voters who are dissatisfied with both candidates, and are trying to decide which one is less bad. Although many of them are "out" on Trump,...

      

      
        China Is Losing the Chip War
        Michael Schuman

        In an April phone conversation, Chinese leader Xi Jinping issued a stern admonition to President Joe Biden. Washington's ban on the export of American advanced microchips and other sanctions designed "to suppress China's trade and technology development" are "creating risks." If Biden "is adamant on containing China's high-tech development," the official Chinese readout went on, Beijing "is not going to sit back and watch."Biden has been robust in his response. The ban, he told Xi, was necessary ...

      

      
        The Cars Always Win
        Sarah Laskow

        Driving into New York City is a special kind of skill, requiring patience, cutthroat merging, and, sometimes, a willingness to navigate the backstreets of New Jersey. Driving in New York City, and especially in Manhattan, is also a skill, requiring the same patience and cutthroat merging, along with a willingness to pay upwards of $50 a day to park. People do it every day, but of all the places in the United States, Manhattan is perhaps the most hostile to driving. Given that New York City has th...

      

      
        Animal Behavior's Biggest Taboo Is Softening
        Katherine J. Wu

        At the start of Elizabeth Hobson's career as an ecologist, she knew to stick to one rule: Never anthropomorphize the animals you study.For plenty of people, assigning human characteristics to another living creature feels natural enough that we do it as a matter of course. But to many scientists who study animal behavior, anthropomorphism is a cardinal sin, and suggesting that a researcher has tiptoed in that direction is tantamount to saying they've resorted to uninformed speculation. Hobson, wh...

      

      
        Canada's Extremist Attack on Free Speech
        Conor Friedersdorf

        In 1984, George Orwell coined the term thoughtcrime. In the short story "The Minority Report," the science-fiction author Philip K. Dick gave us the concept of "precrime," describing a society where would-be criminals were arrested before they could act. Now Canada is combining the concepts in a work of dystopian nonfiction: A bill making its way through Parliament would impose draconian criminal penalties on hate speech and curtail people's liberty in order to stop future crimes they haven't yet...

      

      
        A Supreme Court Ruling on Homelessness That's Both Crucial and Useless
        Hanna Rosin

        Later this summer, the Supreme Court will rule on City of Grants Pass v. Johnson, one of the most important cases on homelessness to come up in a long time. The court will decide whether someone can be fined, jailed, or ticketed for sleeping or camping in a public space when they're homeless and have nowhere else to go. In oral arguments, the justices engaged in a lively debate about the central legal issues: Are states criminalizing people for the act of sleeping outside or for their status of b...

      

      
        You're Not Perfect
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Imagine that you are feeling down and inadequate. Someone who loves you wants to help by saying something really affirming. How about: "You're perfect just the way you are"? That sounds nice!In fact, this is perhaps the most insidious thing that people tell us--or that we tell ourselves--when we feel sad or insecure. It provokes enormous cognitive dissonance: "This is perfect?" you think (after the...

      

      
        The Most Consequential TV Show in History
        McKay Coppins

        In a CNN interview shortly after launching his presidential campaign in 2015, Donald Trump told a skeptical Jake Tapper that he was "in it to win it" and boasted, "I'm giving up hundreds of millions of dollars to do this. I'm giving up a prime-time television show." In fact, according to a new book, Trump wasn't quite as confident as he claimed. For at least six months after he entered the race, he insisted on keeping the set for The Apprentice intact on the 14th floor of Trump Tower--if the whole...

      

      
        Do Students Need Facts or Stories?
        Will Gordon

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.Somehow, Neil Postman saw it coming. His 1985 book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, predicted that people would become so consumed by entertainment that they would be rendered unable to have serious discussions about serious issues. Postman was worried about television; he didn't live to see social media kick those fears into hyperdrive. No...

      

      
        The Free-Trial Trap
        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.Free trials are convenient for consumers--and expedient for companies. But how much of the subscription business relies on people simply forgetting to cancel?First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The most consequential TV show in history
	NASA finally has an alternative to SpaceX.
	The tw...

      

      
        Trump Will Never Rule Out a Bad Option
        David A. Graham

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump never wants to take any option off the table, no matter how weird, unsettling, or foolish it might be. Throughout his career, when journalists have asked the former president a hypothetical question about any topic, he never rejects the premise--his answer is pretty much always maybe or yes.Reporters love an interview that makes news--one that brings fresh facts to the public. If a reporter gets a ...

      

      
        OpenAI Is Just Facebook Now
        Matteo Wong

        OpenAI appears to be in the midst of a months-long revolt from within. The latest flash point came yesterday, when a group of 11 current and former employees--plus two from other firms--issued a public letter declaring that leading AI companies are not to be trusted. "The companies are behaving in a way that is really not in the public interest," William Saunders, a signatory who, like several others on the letter, left OpenAI earlier this year, told me.The letter tells a familiar story of corporat...

      

      
        This Show Understands the Absurdity of Modern Existence
        Shirley Li

        Halfway through HBO's new six-episode series Fantasmas, an entrepreneur named Denise explains the very particular service she provides: dressing up toilets in costumes. "It breaks my heart to see them naked, undignified, shivering in the cold as they swallow our daily filth," proclaims the woman, played by the Saturday Night Live alum Aidy Bryant. Like an overeager Vanna White, Denise shows off some of her designs: a bedazzled denim set, a silvery sheath, a bright-yellow skirt for a toilet that's...

      

      
        Who Really Benefits From the Great Remote-Work Experiment?
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Four years after the great remote-work experiment began, the public debate has boiled down to: Bosses hate it and workers love it. That's the story we're told time and again in a zero-sum debate that leaves little room for nuance. In reality, remote work depends on all sorts of things--the industry, the occupation, and interests of employers and workers, not to mention the interests of government and the broader public. Somehow, remote work is both a remarkable boon and a tremendous loss.In our fi...

      

      
        The Near Future of Deepfakes Just Got Way Clearer
        Nilesh Christopher

        Before the start of India's general election in April, a top candidate looking to unseat Prime Minister Narendra Modi was not out wooing voters on the campaign trail. He was in jail. Arvind Kejriwal, the chief minister of Delhi and the head of a political party known for its anti-corruption platform, was arrested in late March for, yes, alleged corruption. His supporters hit the streets in protest, decrying the arrest as a politically motivated move by Modi aimed at weakening a rival. (Kejriwal h...

      

      
        Why Extreme Syphilis Symptoms Are Showing Up Now
        Rachel E. Gross

        For some, the world suddenly goes blurry. Others describe it as having a dust storm in your eyes, or being shaken up in a snow globe. People might see flashing lights or black spots drifting through their field of vision, or acquire a sudden sensitivity to light, worse than walking into the sunlight after having your eyes dilated. If patients aren't treated, some will inevitably go blind.Many medical providers never suspect the culprit: syphilis. Usually, a syphilis infection shows up first as a ...

      

      
        The Ghost of Johnnie Taylor Reflects
        Chaun Ballard

        At night she would toss rocks at my window

             that disturbed the dust   & left scars  

like the nails of one's hands. & I would leave  

             my room to unhinge the latch

leading to that which I swore       not to welcome.  

             In any event       the act of opening

one's door to another's hunger     implies

             the absence of light.

Sometimes          the call of one's howl is the only  

             distinction between predator        & prey.

& I hav...

      

      
        NASA Finally Has an Alternative to SpaceX
        Marina Koren

        A Boeing spacecraft launched from the coast of Florida into orbit this morning, taking off in the kind of picture-perfect weather that every rocket hopes for in Cape Canaveral. Two veteran NASA astronauts are now on their way to the International Space Station. This particular commute to the space station is a major moment in American space travel. Barry Wilmore, the mission commander, and Sunita Williams, the pilot, are test-driving the new vehicle, known as Starliner. It's the first time Boeing...
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Does Med School Have a DEI Problem?

As medicine becomes more politicized, a debate is raging over what it means for patient care.

by Benjamin Mazer




"People will die if doctors misdiagnose patients." This is true as far as it goes. But the recent news that prompted Elon Musk to share this observation on X was not precisely about medical errors. It was about what he might call the "woke mind virus." A story by Aaron Sibarium in The Washington Free Beacon had revealed complaints that UCLA's medical school was admitting applicants partly based on race--a practice that has long been outlawed in California public schools. And this process wasn't just discriminatory, the story argued; it was potentially disastrous for the public.

The Free Beacon noted that the med school's U.S. News & World Report ranking had dropped from 6 to 18 since 2020, and the story shared leaked data showing students' poor performance on their shelf exams. (These evaluations are used as preparation for the national licensing exams that every M.D. recipient must pass before they can practice medicine in the United States.) According to Sibarium, almost one-quarter of the class of 2025 had failed at least three shelf exams, while more than half of students in their internal-medicine, family-medicine, emergency-medicine, or pediatrics rotations had failed tests in those subjects at one point during the 2022-23 academic year--and those struggles led many trainees to postpone taking their national licensing exams. "I don't know how some of these students are going to be junior doctors," one unnamed UCLA professor told him. "Faculty are seeing a shocking decline in knowledge of medical students."

Steven Dubinett, the dean of UCLA med school, denied the story's allegations. He told me that the admissions committee does not give advantages to any applicants based on race, and he called it "malign and totally not true" to say that his students have been struggling. Dubinett believes that anti-DEI sentiment both within and outside the school is to blame for stirring up this controversy: People "think diversity, equity, and inclusion is in some way against them. And nothing could be further from the truth," he said. But the stakes are high for prospective doctors and patients alike. The Free Beacon's claims call attention to a heated fight among medical educators over how much admissions criteria and test scores actually matter, and whether they have any bearing on what it means to be a good physician.

Read: When medical schools become less diverse

Sibarium asserts that both UCLA's fall in the rankings and its decline in test performance can be blamed, in part, on race-based admissions. The latter metric "coincided with a steep drop in the number of Asian matriculants," the story said, and was associated with a change in the med school's admissions standards. Dubinett told me that the decline in shelf-exam performance was "modest." He also pointed to data shared with the UCLA community by the school after the publication of the Free Beacon story, which show that every test-taker had passed surgery, neurology, and emergency medicine during a recent set of exams from 2023-24. The data also show that, for most other specialties, the passing rates were close to the expected benchmark of 95 percent. Moreover, 99 percent of UCLA's med students had passed the second of three tests required to obtain a medical license on their first try as of 2022-23, and scores have remained above the national average over the past three years.

Meanwhile, the Free Beacon offers little more than speculation about how UCLA's shifting racial demographics might be linked to academic problems at the school. Nationwide, Black and Hispanic medical students do matriculate with slightly lower grades and scores on the standardized Medical College Admission Test than white and Asian matriculants, according to statistics compiled by the Association of American Medical Colleges. Yet data from UCLA and the AAMC show that the average MCAT scores of UCLA's accepted medical students have not declined in recent years. As for grades, the average GPA among UCLA's accepted applicants is 3.8--up from 3.7 in 2019. Dubinett told me that the school sets a minimum threshold for MCAT scores and GPAs that is designed to produce a high graduation rate. "There's a cutoff based on national data--it's not made up in our back room," he said. "We've got nearly 14,000 students applying for 173 spots. Are you going to tell me that we're getting people who are unqualified?"

So what did happen in 2022 to suddenly make so many students perform poorly on their shelf exams? The Free Beacon acknowledges that the med school began a major update to its curriculum in 2020. Following a national trend, UCLA significantly cut back the initial amount of time spent on classroom teaching so that clinical rotations could begin a year earlier. Med schools have been trying to expose their students to real-world experiences sooner, on the principle that book-learned facts are less worthwhile without on-the-job training. Yet shelf exams still require memorizing a hefty dose of facts, which can only be more difficult given less time to study. Dubinett chalks up the initial drop in scores to having students take the tests earlier in their education. Five other medical schools, he notes, also reported a decline in shelf-exam performance under a compressed curriculum.

From the May 1966 issue: "Our Backward Medical Schools"

Whether med schools' broader shift away from traditional coursework has been producing better doctors overall is a separate question. A new curriculum that led to lower standardized-test scores in the short term might be associated, in the long run, with either better or worse clinical care. But no one really knows which is the case. There is still no reliable way to track educational quality. The influential--but controversial--U.S. News med-school rankings, for instance, don't directly evaluate how good a program is at preparing future doctors. The benefits (or costs) of switching up criteria for admission into med school are just as mysterious. One study counted as many as 87 different personal qualities that are considered useful in the practice of medicine. Which qualities matter most is anyone's guess.

At UCLA, dry--yet still important--scientific material has been compressed in favor of hands-on experience. The school has also committed to instilling its student body with a social consciousness. In prior coverage for the Free Beacon, Sibarium has described the mandatory Structural Racism and Health Equity course for first-years, which, according to a 2023-24 syllabus obtained by the Free Beacon, intends to help students "develop a structurally competent, anti-racist lens for viewing and treating health and illness," and encourages them to become "physician-advocates within and outside of the clinical setting." The Free Beacon called attention to pro-Palestinian, anti-capitalist, and fat-activist messaging included in the course this academic year. That story quotes a former dean of Harvard Medical School, Jeffrey Flier, who described the course as "truly shocking" and said that it is based on a "socialist/Marxist ideology that is totally inappropriate." (Dubinett told me that the entire first-year curriculum is being evaluated.) Other academics have expressed concern about how a similar approach to teaching students, adopted on a larger scale, might be changing medicine. Schools' focus on racism and inequality "is coming at the expense of rigorous training in medical science. The prospect of this 'new,' politicized medical education should worry all Americans," Stanley Goldfarb, a former associate dean at the University of Pennsylvania medical school, wrote in a 2019 op-ed in The Wall Street Journal. In a follow-up from 2022, he warned of a "woke takeover of healthcare."

Read: The French are in a panic over le Wokisme

What, exactly, makes a med school "woke"? Any physician can see that unevenly distributed wealth and opportunity play a role in people's health, and that many illnesses disproportionately fall along racial lines. Doctors who learn about these topics while in school may be more cognizant of them in the clinic. Indeed, after Goldfarb's first essay was published in the Journal, some physicians started sharing stories that could be taken to support this argument: Posting under the hashtag #GoldfarbChallenge, they described how trying to help patients navigate dire living situations is as much a part of the job as recalling the nuances of biochemistry.

Acknowledging inequality is not an entirely new phenomenon in medicine. Schools were already teaching classes on cultural competence and health disparities when I was a student at the University of Rochester a decade ago. What is different is the open endorsement of political activism--almost always from a left-wing perspective. I certainly attended my share of lectures on how to care for patients from different backgrounds, but I don't recall witnessing any lecturers leading classroom chants of "Free, Free Palestine," as allegedly occurred during UCLA's first-year course this spring. Since I graduated, the AAMC has published a voluntary set of "Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Competencies" that encourage trainees to "influence decision-makers and other vested groups" by advocating for "public policy that promotes social justice and addresses social determinants of health." The guidance lists "colonization, White supremacy, acculturation, assimilation" as "systems of oppression" whose impact must be remedied. This new pedagogical approach comes at a time when U.S. physician groups have taken vocal stances on controversial issues such as gun violence, transgender rights, and mask mandates.

I suspect this left turn in medicine was born of a feeling of impotence, rather than a Marxist conspiracy. Doctors have always been better at altering people's physiology than fixing the social and economic circumstances of their patients. Perhaps medical schools now figure that health outcomes will improve if physicians become more involved in progressive politics. But whatever the intention, this approach will alienate a lot of patients. In recent months, some doctors have been disciplined for voicing pro-Palestine or pro-Israel stances--presumably on behalf of potential patients who might be offended by their politics. Maybe the same caution should apply to med-school lectures given at UCLA.

The push for improved student-body diversity has also grown in prominence. For most of the 20th century, schools encouraged applicants to fit the typical pre-med profile of a diligent lab rat. Over the past few decades, that attitude has changed. Now admissions offices are more comfortable with the idea that students who haven't focused on the hard sciences or don't have perfect academic records can still become successful--or might be even better--physicians.

I credit this shift for my own admission to medical school. I was a socially minded liberal-arts student who decided to study linguistics after a calamitous run-in with organic chemistry. By the time I applied, some schools had decided that MCAT scores were not the ultimate determinant of who will make a good doctor. My university was so interested in attracting the sorts of kids who might enrich the campus through what it now calls "the diversity of their educational and experiential backgrounds" that it allowed me to skip the exam altogether. I did end up having academic struggles, and passed anatomy by the skin of my teeth (having failed to correctly answer how many teeth humans have, among other questions). Now I'm a medical-school professor myself. It takes all kinds.

To this day, would-be doctors are expected to master an incredible amount of minutiae, but it is only through clinical practice that they figure out which facts matter most. Nothing is as clarifying as seeing patients live or die because of what you know--or, just as often, how well you communicate it. The Free Beacon article relayed an anecdote by a faculty member describing how a student "could not identify a major artery" in the operating room when asked. Being told to pick out an artery on the spot and failing at that task is, frankly, a rite of passage for medical students. But I've seen more people hurt by doctors who didn't know how to speak Spanish or build rapport than by doctors who forgot the name of a blood vessel. If we keep arguing over what health-care professionals must know, it's because the answers are as varied as our patients.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/06/ucla-woke-medical-school-dei/678606/?utm_source=feed
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What Trump's Total GOP Control Means Next

Republicans' denunciations of a "rigged" trial have ushered in a dangerous new era of absolute loyalty to the leader.

by Ronald Brownstein




The sweeping attacks from Republican elected officials against former President Donald Trump's conviction on 34 felony counts last week send a clear signal that if he wins a second term, he will face even less internal resistance from the GOP than he did during his first four years in the White House.

Republican pushback was rare enough in his first term, against even Trump's most extreme ideas and actions, but it did exist in pockets of Congress and among appointees inside his own administration with roots in the party's prior traditions. The willingness now of so many House and Senate Republicans, across the GOP's ideological spectrum, to unreservedly echo Trump's denunciation of his conviction shows that the flickers of independence that flashed during his first term have been virtually extinguished as he approaches a possible second term.

The strong message of the near-universal Republican condemnation of the verdict is that "Donald Trump owns the Republican Party," the political scientist Susan Stokes, who directs the Chicago Center on Democracy at the University of Chicago, told me. "That means he can pretty much force the rest of the party leadership, if they see their future in the party, to toe the line, no matter what."

GOP elected officials are aligning obediently behind Trump even as numerous signs suggest that the Supreme Court's Republican-appointed majority, and other GOP-appointed judges in the federal courts, may be more willing than in his first term to openly defend and enable his actions. And all of these indications of Trump's tightening grip over Republicans in the electoral and legal arenas follow his description of a second-term agenda that pushes more aggressively against the limits of law and custom on presidential power.

That combination points to a possible second Trump term defined by both fewer constraints and more challenges to the traditional constitutional order. "What should most alarm Americans who believe that somehow 'the system will hold' is that for all the red hats and red ties Republican electeds don to appease their leader, they seem to have no red lines," Deana El-Mallawany, a senior counsel for the bipartisan group Protect Democracy, told me in an email. "Which suggests that the most radical things Trump has hinted at--being a dictator (for a day), tearing up the constitution--which seem unthinkable today could just as easily come to pass in the very near future."

David A. Graham: Guilty on all counts

Trump's most loyal defenders have vied to denounce the New York verdict most extravagantly. Senator Marco Rubio of Florida took an early lead by equating it to a "show trial" in "communist countries." But Rubio has had plenty of competition: Senator Ted Cruz of Texas likened the trial to proceedings in "banana republics." Senator Mike Lee of Utah has gotten about a dozen other GOP senators to sign a letter pledging to use procedural tools to snarl all action in the chamber to protest the verdict. House Speaker Mike Johnson has similarly promised to use "everything in our arsenal" against the decision; Representative Jim Jordan, the chair of the House Judiciary Committee, who has already launched investigations against all of the prosecutors who have indicted Trump, has demanded that New York prosecutors appear at a hearing on the case next week. Other Trump allies have insisted that state and local Republican attorneys general and district attorneys manufacture indictments against Democratic politicians in retaliation.

Strikingly, several of the Republicans denouncing the decision have argued that not only were Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg and Judge Juan Merchan biased against Trump, but the Manhattan jury of ordinary citizens was as well. "The partisan slant of this jury pool shows why we ought to litigate politics at the ballot box and not in the courtroom," Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, one of Trump's most unconditional defenders, insisted in his statement immediately after the verdict.

Juries "have been sacrosanct in our democracy," and the fact that so many prominent Republicans "are just prepared to treat them as Democratic operatives rather than members of a community that have judged Trump guilty of 34 felonies," Fred Wertheimer, the founder and president of Democracy 21, a government-ethics watchdog group, told me, "tells us even more than what Trump himself has told us about what will happen in a Trump presidency. These elected officials are wide open to accepting an autocracy."

The breadth of the Republican rejection of the verdict has been as emphatic as its depth. The criticism has come not only from reflexive Trump defenders such as Vance and Rubio, but from others who had previously kept somewhat more distance from the former president. They include several congressional Republicans, such as Mike Lawler and Marc Molinaro, who represent House districts carried by President Joe Biden, as well as Senator Susan Collins of Maine, who voted to convict Trump after his impeachment over the January 6 riot.

When former Maryland Governor Larry Hogan, now the GOP's Senate nominee in the state, declared last week that Americans should respect the results of the legal process, Trump's daughter-in-law Lara Trump, newly installed as the co-chair of the Republican National Committee, and the Trump campaign strategist Chris LaCivita both immediately portrayed Hogan as an apostate who should be shunned. Hogan "doesn't deserve the respect of anyone in the Republican Party at this point, and quite frankly, anybody in America," Lara Trump declared on CNN on Sunday.

To former Republican Representative Charlie Dent, now the executive director and vice president of the congressional program at the Aspen Institute, such attacks on Hogan--and the paucity of Republicans defending him--are the most ominous aspects of the party backlash. Hogan, Dent points out, is seeking a Senate seat in a strongly Democratic-leaning state where an undeniable political imperative to establish his independence from Trump applies. That GOP leaders are willing to assail Hogan for creating any distance from Trump even in such a race, Dent told me, shows that personal fealty has eclipsed all other party priorities--including winning elections and majorities.

"What Lara Trump is essentially saying is it's really only about her father-in-law," he told me. "It's about pledging a loyalty oath to one man regardless of the electoral outcome."

Dent views the GOP response to the verdict as an early warning that the pressure for lockstep congressional loyalty will be even more intense in a second Trump term than his first. "Whatever the issue is, if they are in the majority, he is going to expect all of them just to carry his water, no matter how dirty it is," said Dent, who also serves as a senior adviser to Our Republican Legacy, a group recently launched by several former GOP senators critical of Trump. "The truth is, if there is a Republican [House] majority after this election, it will be a very slim one. So he won't permit any deviation on virtually anything."

Leslie Dach, a senior adviser to the liberal-leaning Congressional Integrity Project, points out that virtually all of the congressional Republicans who resisted Trump during his first term--including Liz Cheney and Mitt Romney--either have left or are leaving Congress. Though much less outspoken, Senator Mitch McConnell and former Speaker Paul Ryan, who led the Republican congressional majorities when Trump was first elected in 2017, were also cool to him in their own ways. With Johnson established as speaker and McConnell stepping down as Senate minority leader, both the congressional GOP's rank and file and its leadership are certain to be more deferential to a reelected Trump. "There's an arms race among these Republicans to be the leader of the Trump pack," Dach told me.

The prospect that the GOP Congress would be more subservient to Trump in a second term could be especially consequential because he is proposing so many policies that will push against legal and political boundaries. Trump has pledged to use the Justice Department to pursue "retribution" against his political opponents and has not ruled out firing U.S. attorneys who refuse his orders to pursue specific prosecutions; repeatedly promised a mass deportation effort against undocumented migrants that could involve deploying the National Guard from red states to blue cities; threatened to deploy the National Guard in Democratic-run cities to fight crime, even over the objections of state and municipal officials; promised unilateral military action inside Mexico against drug cartels, with or without permission from its government; repeatedly suggested he would restore his policy of separating migrant children from their parents at the border; and indicated that he will step back from America's traditional alliances, by distancing the U.S. from NATO as well as by pressuring Ukraine to quickly accept a settlement with Russia. He has even dangled the possibility of seeking a third presidential term, which the Constitution explicitly prohibits.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump stumped

After the GOP's latest demonstration of loyalty to Trump, what, if anything, on that list might generate meaningful resistance from congressional Republicans is unclear, especially if they control both legislative chambers after November's election, which is a real possibility if Trump wins. Dent told me that pressuring Ukraine into an early settlement, which would almost certainly involve leaving Russia in control of large swaths of the country, might spur resistance from many congressional Republicans. Some, he predicts, might also resist if a reelected Trump pursued his promise to again seek a repeal of the Affordable Care Act. But mostly, Dent said, "the more pragmatic members in those marginal districts will be seen as the heretics if they don't toe the line. They will not be permitted the luxury of dissent. All these members are going to be under terrible pressure to vote for every bad idea Trump has."

Trump's success at rallying congressional Republicans behind his claim that his trial was "rigged" already suggests that large numbers of them may support him if he loses in November but claims that this year's election, too, was stolen from him. Several senior Republicans have pointedly refused to commit to accepting the result, and Johnson--who led an effort to enlist congressional Republicans in backing a lawsuit to overturn the 2020 election--has joined Trump in amplifying groundless claims that large numbers of noncitizens could taint the November result.

In 2022, the House and Senate approved, and Biden signed, revisions to the 19th-century Electoral Count Act that make it more difficult for Congress to object to the certification of the presidential election. That followed the effort of nearly two-thirds of House Republicans to throw out the 2020 election results from several swing states that voted for Biden. Among other things, the new law requires more House members to sign on to a challenge to a state certification before it can be considered, while also requiring a majority in both legislative chambers to approve any challenge.

But even these safeguards leave open a straightforward path for Trump's congressional allies. In the entirely plausible scenario that Republicans win both chambers in November, while Trump loses to Biden, the GOP could still reject the election results by a simple majority vote in both the House and Senate. "At some point, the rule of law depends on key institutional actors being willing to follow it," Jessica Marsden, who oversees Protect Democracy's work on elections, told me, and the reaction to the Trump verdict shows "a real willingness among the current Republican Party to throw the rule of law under the bus."

Any challenge from Trump or his allies to this year's election results will provide another test for the federal courts. Along with the Supreme Court, lower courts sweepingly rejected the attempts by Trump and his associates to overturn the 2020 election results. That followed a Trump first term in which the Supreme Court often sided with Trump but at times rebuffed him (for instance, by ruling on procedural grounds against his attempt to require a citizenship question on the census).

But almost all of those Supreme Court decisions were rendered while Republican appointees held a narrower, 5-4 majority. The GOP-appointed majority expanded to 6-3 when Amy Coney Barrett succeeded the late Ruth Bader Ginsburg just before the 2020 election, and court watchers point to signs that this bigger Republican majority may be more inclined to rule in Trump's favor.

Most telling has been the Court's slow timeline for deciding on Trump's claim of absolute presidential immunity, which has virtually eliminated the possibility that he will face a trial before the next election on the charge that he attempted to subvert the last one. And when the matter is finally decided, a ruling even partially upholding Trump's claim could embolden him to stretch the bounds of executive authority in a second term.

Compounding concerns about the Court's slow pace in the immunity case have been the allegations of bias on the issue swirling around Justices Samuel Alito and Clarence Thomas, as well as Chief Justice John Roberts's categorical dismissal of demands for the justices to recuse themselves from the proceedings. All of this has occurred as Aileen Cannon, a Trump appointee, has stalled the Justice Department's classified-documents case against Trump.

"The conventional wisdom after 2020 was the courts held, and that's true," Stokes, at the Chicago Center on Democracy, told me. "On the other hand, as with Judge Cannon in Florida, we are seeing the effect of the Trump federal-court appointees kicking in, and with the Supreme Court participating in the slow-walking [of the immunity case], I don't think we can count on the courts in the same way."

Stokes said that efforts by autocratic leaders to diminish the power of the nation's highest court are typical in countries experiencing an erosion of democracy. The U.S. is experiencing a distinct variation on that model, with everything indicating that the highest court itself, she said, "has become more partisan and more aligned" with Trump's movement. If Trump wins and pursues even a portion of the agenda he has outlined, she told me, "we're facing the scenario where we can't count on the legislative branch and we can't count on the courts" to defend constitutional principles.

McKay Coppins: The most consequential TV show in history

Maybe the most revealing moment in the entire GOP eruption against the Trump verdict came last week, when Johnson reassured his Fox News hosts during an interview that he expected the Supreme Court to eventually overturn the conviction. "I think that the justices on the Court--I know many of them personally--I think they are deeply concerned about that, as we are," the House speaker said. "So I think they'll set this straight."

Johnson later clarified that he had not personally spoken with any of the justices about the Trump verdict, but that only magnified the import of his initial words--revealing the extent to which he considered the GOP-appointed justices part of the Republican team, receptive to the leadership's signals about the actions it expects. Right now, the clearest signal is that the leadership expects all Republicans to lock arms around Trump, no matter what he has done in the past or plans for the future. "The guardrails," said Dach of the Congressional Integrity Project, "are gone."
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The Two-Time Trump Voters Who Have Had Enough

"Now that he is a convicted felon, he's completely unfit."

by Sarah Longwell




The day after former President Donald Trump was convicted of 34 felonies, I sat down for a focus group with nine voters from across the country who voted for him twice and don't want to vote for him again. They are not, however, all committed to voting for President Joe Biden instead.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump, defeated

These are the "double haters": the chunk of voters who are dissatisfied with both candidates, and are trying to decide which one is less bad. Although many of them are "out" on Trump, they're struggling to get there on Biden. If Biden is going to win in November, these are the voters he must persuade to hold their noses and vote for him.

And there's reason to believe that Trump's recent felony conviction just made it a little bit easier for them to do it.



Many of the voters in this group had familiar stories: They supported Trump in the past as "the lesser evil." They couldn't stomach Hillary Clinton in 2016. They were lifelong Republicans who couldn't imagine voting for a Democrat. Some of them remember watching The Apprentice and admiring Trump for his perceived business savvy.

But the events of January 6 and general fatigue with Trump's antics have made these voters "not very likely" or "not at all likely" to vote for him again in 2024.

"I made my mind up quite a while ago that I wouldn't vote for him," Alex from Illinois said. "I just said, I can't bring myself to do it."

Chuck from Ohio agreed: "There's no change in my desire to vote for Mr. Trump." He continued: "I'm not voting for the man, period, end of discussion."

For many of these people, Trump had already crossed a red line. His conviction is just more evidence of his deficient character and his unfitness for high office.

And his lack of remorse was another log on the fire. "There's no ownership whatsoever. It's always someone else's fault," Eileen from Illinois said.

Michele from Florida said, "I want criminals to go to jail." That extends not just to Trump, but to Democrats like Senator Bob Menendez, she said.

Many talked about being repelled by Trump's disrespect for institutions. Some said they believed the trial was "politicized," a con job brought by "Biden's DOJ." And yet, most had faith in the process. While allowing for some political bias in the system, by and large they accepted the legitimacy of the guilty verdict.

"I thought the trial was highly politicized, but in the hands of the jury, both sides had the chance to present their case," Ryan from Colorado said. "And that's ultimately how it should have been done."

Michele agreed: "I'm tired of the nonsense, and I believed the testimony. And that is why I am happy that the jury found him guilty. And I think now that he is a convicted felon, he's completely unfit."



They may not be Trump voters anymore, but many of them are not fans of Biden.

When asked to grade Biden's performance, three gave C's, three gave D's, and three gave F's. Only one admitted to ever voting for a Democrat, and Alex, the Illinoisian, said flatly: "I will never vote for, probably, a Democrat in my life."

Read: How Donald Trump became unbeatable

Their complaints with Biden ran the spectrum: "Stop giving away free money," Ryan said. Chuck wants to see Kamala Harris replaced as vice president--he thinks Liz Cheney would be better. One said Hunter Biden's conduct speaks poorly to Biden's parenting skills.

Some of them are third-party curious, but they're wary because, as one said, "I view any third-party candidate as kind of a vote for Trump." When asked how they would vote if the election were held today, only two said they would vote third-party. One said they would abstain, and another would write in a candidate.

The remaining five plan on voting for Biden. This isn't because they are fans of the president. Few had positive things to say about Biden's policy agenda. But they view him as the more palatable of two bad options.

As Chuck put it: "I don't like Mr. Biden because I'm concerned about his age. He may die in office and I think his vice president is not someone I want in the Oval Office either. But between the president and vice president, they're still both better than Mr. Trump."



Spending 90 minutes with this group helps explain how the double haters are thinking about this race. They're not all united ideologically, but they're united in trusting the judicial system over Trump--at least for now.

These voters don't speak for the majority; as swing voters, they're marginal. But the margins will decide this race. The conviction confirmed what many of them already knew: Trump is unfit for office.

Whether or not voters like this "go home" to Trump or choose to support Biden over the next five months will be a big factor in deciding the election. A lot of variables are involved: whether Trump's daily chaos starts to make more of an impression; Biden's performance in the debates; prices and interest rates; the salience of issues such as immigration and abortion; and what Trump's sentence ends up being.

For now, Biden's team should capitalize on the verdict by trying to come across as the sane, pro-rule-of-law candidate. And the conviction fits well with the president's message of "don't compare me to the Almighty; compare me to the alternative." He can now stand on the debate stage and say, America isn't the kind of country that will put a convicted felon in the White House.

If, in our present political climate, nothing is dispositive, Biden's ability to make such a clear statement is certainly a plus.
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China Is Losing the Chip War

Xi Jinping picked a fight over semiconductor technology--one he can't win.

by Michael Schuman




In an April phone conversation, Chinese leader Xi Jinping issued a stern admonition to President Joe Biden. Washington's ban on the export of American advanced microchips and other sanctions designed "to suppress China's trade and technology development" are "creating risks." If Biden "is adamant on containing China's high-tech development," the official Chinese readout went on, Beijing "is not going to sit back and watch."

Biden has been robust in his response. The ban, he told Xi, was necessary to protect American national security. "He said, 'Why?'" Biden recently recounted. "I said, 'Because you use it for all the wrong reasons, so you're not going to get those advanced computer chips.'"

Imagine for a moment how humiliating that exchange must have been for Xi Jinping. Xi is not supposed to suffer such indignities. His propaganda machine portrays him as an all-knowing sage who will lead China to a new era of global greatness. His word is practically law, and such a warning as he gave Biden would have induced fear and obedience among his compatriots. Yet the American leader not only stood firm; he even went on to lecture the Chinese dictator.

Xi is only too aware that the United States stands in the way of his grand ambitions for Chinese hegemony. His desperate desire to break free from American global power motivates much of his policy: his partnership with Russian President Vladimir Putin, his campaign for economic self-reliance, the expansion of China's nuclear arsenal. As yet, though, China can't shake off Washington's sway. China still needs the dollar, American capital, and the U.S. global-security system to sustain its own rise.

And perhaps nothing encapsulates Xi's predicament better than the microchip. Xi needs the smallest and fastest chips to fulfill his dream of transforming China into a technology powerhouse. But China doesn't make them. Nor does China make the immensely complex equipment needed to manufacture them. For that, Xi must rely on the U.S. and its allies--and their willingness to share the technology.

But those nations are no longer willing. Amid intensifying competition, Biden exploited American dominance in semiconductors to gain an advantage and hold back China's technological and economic progress. The chip tells us a lot about the true balance of power between the U.S. and China, and the difficulties Xi faces in his efforts to tip that balance his way.

Xi gambled that he could partner with Russia and Iran, undermine the U.S.-led global order, and build a military designed to challenge American power--do all that and still benefit from the U.S. technology the Chinese economy needs to advance his ambitions. Perhaps he believed that capitalist greed would override national-security concerns, or thought he could rely on inaction from a divided and preoccupied Washington. Perhaps, too, he underestimated the complexities of the semiconductor industry and what it would take to develop the chips China needs.

Whatever Xi's assumptions, he picked a chip war with a superior power before he had the armory to wage it.

Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves

China has been catching up with the U.S. and other advanced economies in many sectors, including telecommunications, green energy, and high-speed trains. In semiconductors, however, China still lags. American companies command half of the global chip market compared with China's 7 percent, according to the Washington-based Semiconductor Industry Association in 2023. 

The U.S. advantage is most pronounced at the technology's frontier: the powerful chips that drive the industries of the future, such as artificial intelligence. The newest AI chip developed by the U.S. giant Nvidia is 16 times faster than the one currently sold by the Chinese telecom company Huawei Technologies.

The lead held by the U.S. and its partners over China is even wider in the equipment needed to manufacture advanced chips. The best machinery a Chinese company can produce makes chips that are 28 nanometers wide; the industry's cutting-edge equipment can make 2-nanometer chips.

Closing this gap was always going to be tough for China. Semiconductors are very challenging to manufacture, which is why only a handful of companies around the world excel at doing so. Biden made the task even more onerous. In 2022, his administration barred U.S. companies from selling the most advanced chips and chip-making equipment to China without a special license, effectively isolating the Chinese tech sector. Biden also persuaded its allies Japan and the Netherlands--the two other leading sources of semiconductor machinery--to introduce their own bans. The Biden controls also prevent other foreign chip-making firms that use U.S. technology, such as the industry leader Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co., from producing advanced chips for Chinese firms.

The export controls "target all segments of the semiconductor value chain simultaneously," Gregory Allen, the director of the Wadhwani Center for AI and Advanced Technologies at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me. That's why Xi will find Biden's policy "extremely difficult to overcome."

The White House stresses that the controls are meant not to impede Chinese economic development but to ensure American security. Advanced chips can be used to upgrade Chinese military capabilities, which is obviously contrary to Washington's interests. But the controls will also have a wider, potentially damaging effect on China's tech sector, and thus the country's economic future. They could, for instance, hamper progress in AI by depriving Chinese firms of the fastest chips.

Xi's warning to Biden was merely his latest attempt to get the controls lifted. His government has protested them as unjust and tried to make their removal a condition for improved relations. A day after the ban was announced, China's foreign ministry accused Washington of "abusing export-control measures to wantonly block and hobble Chinese enterprises." The spokesperson went on to argue that "by politicizing tech and trade issues and using them as a tool and weapon," the U.S. "will only hurt and isolate itself when its action backfires."

Biden's response was to place even tighter restrictions on the sale of AI chips to China last October. The Chinese can keep protesting, but "there is nothing they can say that will make a difference," Allen told me. "These export controls are not designed to be part of some tit-for-tat horse trading." Instead, he said, "they are designed to work."

And they do. The restrictions on chip-making equipment have very likely prevented Chinese companies from producing super-small semiconductors for the immediate future. The loss of American AI chips is probably also slowing the advance of large language models and other AI development in China.

The longer these controls remain in place, the more painful they will become. As the U.S. chips and equipment that China does have become obsolete and cannot be replaced, its companies will have an even harder time competing with American rivals for the fastest and best technology.

"Export controls are like throwing a wrench in the gears of China's chip industry," Jimmy Goodrich, a senior adviser to the Rand Corporation on technology and China, told me. Over time, China will encounter "more and more challenges in maintaining the pace of innovation," he said, "and with the rest of the world moving quickly on the innovation ladder, there will be a larger and larger gap" between the Chinese and American tech sectors.

Read: The U.S. has a microchip problem. Safeguarding Taiwan is the solution.

Xi's only way to slip Washington's grip is for China to manufacture the technology itself. A decade ago, he launched a campaign to replace chips brought from American companies by developing a homegrown semiconductor industry, and his government has spent hundreds of billions of dollars to make that happen.

Yet Xi has fallen short. In 2015, he set a target of making China 70 percent self-sufficient in chips by 2025, a goal he probably won't come close to meeting. The usually boastful Communist Party-run news outlet Global Times projected that self-sufficiency reached 30 percent last year.

Production targets alone are almost meaningless; the bigger question is whether China can manufacture cutting-edge chips. On that, Beijing has made progress. For the first time, Huawei this year caught the wary eye of Nvidia, which designated the Shenzhen-based company a "competitor." And last September, Huawei created a stir by unveiling a new smartphone, the Mate 60 Pro, that has an advanced, 7-nanometer chip--a breakthrough for China. The Chinese public, egged on by state-controlled media, heralded the phone as a nationalist triumph. An image of U.S. Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo (who is responsible for implementing the export controls) doctored to show her as a Huawei brand ambassador was passed around on Chinese social media.

In fact, the Huawei chip demonstrated how effective Washington's sanctions are. The 7-nanometer chip still trails the global industry. Taiwan's TSMC is already mass-producing a 3-nanometer chip. Huawei's touted triumph was even a step backwards. Five years ago, the company, which has been under U.S. sanctions that came into effect in 2019, was getting a 5-nanometer chip from a partnership with TSMC.

But now cut off from TSMC's services, Huawei has been forced to produce inferior chips in Chinese foundries that are unable to manufacture more advanced chips. In response to my questions, the company did not comment on the specifics of its chip operations but acknowledged that "we still have serious challenges ahead," and it noted that "technology restrictions and trade barriers continue to have an impact on the world."

Facing this technology deficit, Xi's state-heavy methods offer no guarantee of breakthroughs. One of the main investment programs, known as the Big Fund, has been embroiled in corruption scandals--several of its managers are subject to a highly embarrassing anti-graft investigation. In addition, the subsidies have encouraged Chinese companies to build factories that manufacture legacy chips, using older technology, and has led to fears that China could flood the global market, leading Biden to announce in May that the U.S. will double the tariff on imported Chinese semiconductors from 25 to 50 percent by next year.

Perhaps the most damaging error of Xi's preference for state control is to undermine innovation in China's private sector. In his quest to consolidate power, Xi has harassed prominent tech companies and entrepreneurs, including Alibaba founder Jack Ma. That hostile environment in Xi's China is competing with a talent-rich, firmly established, and well-remunerated ecosystem in the U.S., where innovation is driven by entrepreneurial zeal.

Xi has instead fostered a business climate in which "you don't want to be too successful," Andrew Harris, the deputy chief economist at the U.K.-based research firm Fathom Financial Consulting, told me. "There is always this implicit option that the state can requisition your technology," and that acts as "a massive disincentive" to be creative.

China may never match, let alone surpass, the United States in chips. By the time Chinese companies reach one goal, their foreign competitors have moved further ahead. "That's constantly a struggle that any latecomer has to deal with," Rand's Goodrich told me. "You're trying to close the gap, but the gap is constantly moving forward."

A recent report by the Semiconductor Industry Association and Boston Consulting Group forecasts that China will manufacture domestically only 2 percent of the world's advanced chips in 2032. "Ten years ago, they were two generations behind. Five years ago, they were two generations behind, and now they're still two generations behind," G. Dan Hutcheson, the vice-chair of the research firm TechInsights, told me. "The harder they run, they just stay in place."

Michael Schuman: Why Biden's block on chips to China is a big deal

In Beijing's telling, Washington's actions are those of a rich hegemon keeping its boot on the throat of a poorer nation pursuing its own development. But the reality Xi faces is that the U.S. has no obligation to share its technology with other countries--and that's especially true of China, which has become a more and more adversarial competitor.

Now China faces the daunting task of building a single-nation chip supply chain in an otherwise highly globalized industry. That the Chinese economy can excel at every link of that chain seems highly improbable. Goodrich believes that the cost of trying to do so could run to $1 trillion. Lacking their competitors' equipment and experience, domestic producers would operate at higher cost and less efficiency, and so could export only with continued, heavy state subvention. Already, Hutcheson estimates that advanced chips cost as much as five times more to make in China as those manufactured by Taiwan's TSMC.

Xi's strategy has little economic rationale--in fact, he has made China's economic progress harder than it had to be. "The sense it makes is from a national-security perspective," Hutcheson said. But that's true only because Xi's premise is that cooperation with the U.S. is contrary to China's national interests. The evidence available so far from the chip war suggests that China's continued ascent would have been better served if Xi had maintained a partnership with Washington.

Instead, China must bear the immense financial burden of re-creating at home what it could have acquired abroad--and even then, it is not likely to benefit as much as it could have from emerging technology compared with other major economies with access to the best the world has to offer. Xi not only has hampered Beijing's attainment of great-power status, but has actually achieved the reverse: By choosing a China hostile to the U.S., he now leads a weaker China.
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The Cars Always Win

New York's stalled congestion-pricing plan was a rare chance to try something different in American transportation.

by Sarah Laskow




Driving into New York City is a special kind of skill, requiring patience, cutthroat merging, and, sometimes, a willingness to navigate the backstreets of New Jersey. Driving in New York City, and especially in Manhattan, is also a skill, requiring the same patience and cutthroat merging, along with a willingness to pay upwards of $50 a day to park. People do it every day, but of all the places in the United States, Manhattan is perhaps the most hostile to driving. Given that New York City has the most extensive public-transportation system in the country, Manhattan is also the place where driving is the least necessary.

Five years ago, then-New York Governor Andrew Cuomo and the state legislature approved a system that would reduce traffic and raise money to improve the subway: congestion pricing, which would charge vehicles a fee to enter Manhattan's central business district. The plan was supposed to recognize that bringing a car or truck into this very dense stretch of city has costs--not just the personal cost of going slowly mad while waiting to enter the Holland Tunnel, but costs in carbon emissions and air pollution. Limiting the time that vehicles spent idling in lines to enter Manhattan and exit Manhattan and turn in Manhattan and park in Manhattan--and coming to Manhattan at all--could have reduced the region's carbon emissions and air pollution, according to a joint city, state, and federal environmental assessment. (It also would have reduced waiting times for the drivers who did come.)

The system, which would have been America's first implementation of congestion pricing, would have charged cars up to $15 (and large trucks and buses up to $36) to enter Manhattan, depending on the time of day; it was set to go into effect on June 30. But today, New York Governor Kathy Hochul, who controls the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, announced that the program would be paused indefinitely. Hochul said she worried that New York City's economic recovery from the coronavirus pandemic was still too fragile, and that congestion pricing would impose a high enough cost on commuters that they'd choose instead to work from home or rethink living and working in New York altogether.

This wasn't an entirely new argument: Cuomo also made it while walking back his support for the program this year. But the program was now so close to launching that cameras meant to implement it were already in place. As the first reports of Hochul's decision leaked out, the plan's skeptics, most particularly politicians representing commuters in other New York counties and in nearby New Jersey communities, celebrated her flip. But housing and transportation advocates, climate experts, and New York City politicians began roaring their objections--that canceling the program was a mistake, and that the loose alternative plan Hochul had proposed for funding much-needed subway improvements, which would involve taxing New York businesses, was far from adequate.

Congestion pricing was always, in some ways, a small and specific goal. If the system worked beautifully--as it has elsewhere in the world, including Stockholm and Singapore--it still would make sense in relatively few cities in America. In New York, commuters, shoppers, showgoers, museum lovers, park strollers, and visitors of all kinds have other options for entering the city; in most places in the U.S., a price on congestion might raise money, but anyone disincentivized from driving would be stuck at home. The car rules America: It's a key component of everyday life and culture.

Yet even if congestion pricing were only ever implemented in New York City, it would have been a signal that U.S. politicians could shake up the nation's rigid transportation systems in the service of cutting back emissions. That cars appear to have won out even in New York shows how little room there might be for us to try anything different.

In the U.S., transportation accounts for about 30 percent of the country's total greenhouse-gas emissions; most of those transportation emissions come from cars and trucks. That picture is improving as car culture transforms in ways that benefit the climate. Sales of electric vehicles are increasing, EVs themselves are getting cheaper, and manufacturers have developed hybrid models that can drive hundreds of miles--and, in one case, more than 1,000--before refueling or recharging. Driving in America in the next decades will be better for the climate, and it will still be fun.

The problem is, if the U.S. is ever to reduce the large chunk of carbon emissions associated with transportation, cars cannot be the only winner. When you crunch the numbers, the giant shift toward electric vehicles would have to happen much faster than its current pace to meet the goals set by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change to stave off devastating global warming. One influential study, for instance, found that meeting those goals would mean that, by the middle of this century, at least two-thirds of all car travel in the United States would need to be electrified and rely on electricity sources with close to zero emissions. This is unlikely to happen, even given the Biden administration's push to increase electric-vehicle adoption. People buy new cars only every so often; most sold in America are still gas-powered and will be for years. (In 2023, EVs accounted for less than 8 percent of new car sales.) The U.S. energy system is still dominated by relatively carbon-intensive fuel sources, and although clean-energy sources are gaining ground, the country's energy mix will still be far from zero-emission by 2050.

If EV adoption continues at this pace, the U.S. has two real options for efficiently cutting down on emissions from its cars. The first would be, simply, for people everywhere to drive less. No one believes that this is practical, not least because driving is the most convenient way to get from one place to another in so many areas of this country. Driving less would mean that more people everywhere would have to do as Hochul imagines they will in New York, and stay home. The other option would be more targeted: dramatically reducing driving in the places that don't depend on it. New York City is clearly one of those places. Cars are one of the least convenient modes of transportation. The city has subway stops blocks apart from each other. It has buses and, in the most congested parts of Manhattan (and in the Lincoln Tunnel), specially designated lanes to speed buses past waiting cars. It has commuter rail going in every direction out of the city.

These systems could certainly be improved--perhaps especially for the commuters whom Hochul says she is prioritizing in her decision to cancel congestion pricing. Many models already exist for doing so: Cities across the world have been experimenting with and succeeding at building better systems for public transit of all kinds. By global standards, our trains and buses are slow; they do not serve every need of every person. (Some disability activists celebrated Hochul's decision to delay congestion pricing, arguing that the city's current public-transportation system so fails them, they must rely on cars.)

Even so, in Manhattan, unlike in so many other places in the United States, cars don't have to dominate. If EVs alone cannot reduce emissions enough, then especially in dense places where it makes the most sense not to drive, we need to be trying to move ourselves around in other ways. New York is throwing away a chance to demonstrate how.
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Animal Behavior's Biggest Taboo Is Softening

Anthropomorphism, long considered a cardinal sin among researchers, is making a slow comeback.

by Katherine J. Wu






At the start of Elizabeth Hobson's career as an ecologist, she knew to stick to one rule: Never anthropomorphize the animals you study.



For plenty of people, assigning human characteristics to another living creature feels natural enough that we do it as a matter of course. But to many scientists who study animal behavior, anthropomorphism is a cardinal sin, and suggesting that a researcher has tiptoed in that direction is tantamount to saying they've resorted to uninformed speculation. Hobson, who studies birds at the University of Cincinnati, told me that when she was trying to get a foothold in her field, the mere accusation of anthropomorphism might have been enough to ruin her credibility.

But in recent years, a slow revolution has been unfolding among a contingent of animal-behavior researchers who argue that our impulses about other species, rooted in our own experiences of the world, are scientifically useful. Other animals do share our physiologies, habitats, and genes (to varying degrees); if anthropomorphism draws on those commonalities, it offers legitimate, testable ideas about other creatures' experiences. For many animals, there's even "a good case to be made that it's the right approach to assume, until we know otherwise, that there's similarity," Amy Parish, a primatologist at the University of Southern California, told me. Besides, the idea that anthropomorphism, so ingrained in human nature, can be fully stamped out is a myth, Ambika Kamath, a behavioral ecologist who's writing a book about animal behavior, said. If anthropomorphism can't be eradicated, perhaps it can be tamed by scientists who learn to wield it wisely.



Read: Do animals have fun?



Just 150 years ago, many naturalists took for granted that animals could and should be much like us. Darwin described disappointment in dogs and cunning in cobras, and argued that there existed "no fundamental difference between man and the higher mammals in their mental faculties." His protege George Romanes wrote of rooks putting a jackdaw on trial, a pet snake that died from shock upon glimpsing its ailing master, a monkey guilt-tripping the hunter who shot it by smearing its hand with blood.



By the late 1800s, other scientists had begun to loudly protest these accounts, and called for a new era of behavioral research, ruled by empirical observations and only the most irrefutable evidence. Anthropomorphism became regarded as lazy; today, researchers such as Clive Wynne, a behavioral scientist at Arizona State University, contend that it amounts to "short-circuiting the real work of doing science."



But that position had its shortcomings, too, Gordon Burghardt, an ethologist at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, told me. Researchers focused only on external observations have dismissed (and still do dismiss) the possibility that animals might have tough-to-quantify emotions or complex internal lives. Rather than friendships, animals have affiliative relationships. They could experience only fear-like and anxiety-like responses; what looked like alarm was a creature perceiving a flight-eliciting stimulus. Laughter, too, was euphemized as "positive affective vocal responses to tickling," or simply put in quotes. Even the idea of pain in other animals became controversial, with some scientists chalking up the jerks and twitches of creatures experiencing physical harm to reflexes. To this day, Margaret Gruen, a veterinarian and animal behaviorist at North Carolina State University, encounters colleagues who refuse to use the term suffering for other species.



But even with the moratorium on anthropomorphism, scientists were still letting human hang-ups shape their work. Researchers took decades to come around to the notion that bonobo societies were ruled by female dominance, Parish, who studies the apes, told me. And some have dismissed same-sex relationships in other creatures as paradoxical or maladaptive, Kamath said--despite evidence supporting the notion that those behaviors do come with benefits, such as improving social relationships among bonobos and dolphins.



Read: Surprise! Snakes have clitorises



Some scientists have now come to think that stamping out anthropomorphism was never feasible. The inclination for humans to see themselves in their surroundings is too automatic, Esmeralda Urquiza-Haas, a cognitive scientist in Austria who has studied the basis for anthropomorphism, told me. People see faces in architectural features; they give cars and  boats pronouns, and assign personalities and motivations to shapes moving across a screen. Anthropomorphism may just be a natural part of being a social creature, anticipating and inferring the motivations of others we interact with, including those of different species.



And the more that scientists have studied animal behavior, the more they have had to admit that other creatures are "more like us than we used to give them credit for," Joshua Plotnik, a psychologist at Hunter College, told me. Octopuses can use tools; wasps can distinguish faces; orcas cooperate to hunt seals. Orangutans can tease; ravens exhibit self-restraint; dolphins even have a way to call each other by name. Humans, too, are animals, Burghardt said. So why wouldn't it be the case that many of our traits--down to our motivations and needs--are shared across other life forms? To deny other animals that possibility would be its own fundamental error.



Read: Great apes know just how much to annoy one another



"The pressure to avoid anthropomorphism at all costs has lessened," Plotnik told me. His current studies on elephants, which delve into concepts such as cognition and intelligence, would probably have gotten him laughed out of most psychology departments several decades ago. Now, though, many academics are comfortable describing his study animals as clever, cooperative, and capable of thinking and feeling. This more permissive environment does put that much more pressure on researchers to weigh exactly how and where they're applying anthropomorphism--and to do so responsibly. But it's also an important opportunity "to use our anthropomorphic lens carefully," Kwasi Wrensford, a behavioral biologist at the University of British Columbia, told me.



Anthropomorphism can sometimes be spot-on. The key, Plotnik said, is actually gathering the evidence to back up your hunch. That's become one of the basic tenets of what Burghardt calls critical anthropomorphism--using anthropomorphic tendencies as fodder for generating hypotheses that can then be tested. Plotnik, for instance, has shown that elephants can console each other, by documenting how they proactively caress other individuals showing signs of distress. Other scientists have found that bonobos are capable of foresight, by showing that the apes will stash tools that aren't useful to them in the present but will become handy in the future. Still others have found that crows can remember individual faces--by donning rubber masks, temporarily trapping individual crows, and recording the birds later scolding people who are wearing the same getup. No single study will ever be airtight, and "plenty of people will never accept it regardless of how much objective evidence you give," Plotnik told me. But the foundations for these findings may be stronger than they've ever been.



And when hypotheses do turn out to be wrong, as hypotheses sometimes are, these same careful experiments can leave scientists with new ideas, rather than back at square one. Alexandra Horowitz, a canine-cognition researcher at Barnard College, told me that she was in part inspired to run an experiment a few years ago by a sentiment many pet owners share: that dogs get a guilty look when they realize they've done something bad. But her research showed that the remorseful gaze was actually sparked by their owners' chastising--"better understood as a really good reading of us," Horowitz told me, than an understanding of right and wrong.



Plus, allowing for a degree of anthropomorphism can free scientists to describe their findings in less stilted ways. At the University of Cincinnati, researchers in Hobson's lab debated how to describe the concerted aggression they observed when a high-ranking monk parakeet vanished from a social group, then attempted to reintegrate. They worried at first that the word bullying would project middle-school-esque dynamics onto the birds--the popular kids snubbing a former member of their circle because "we hate you now," Hobson said. But the term was also excellent shorthand to describe what the birds were doing. "We're just careful to define exactly what we mean," she said: "an increase in aggression towards a specific individual from all the other birds in the group."



Plenty of researchers, Wynne included, remain skeptical that anthropomorphism can accomplish net good. Even if there's evidence to back the notion that an animal experiences, say, shyness, defaulting to that answer might stop scientists from finding additional, less intuitive explanations. Anthropomorphism can also narrow the lens through which researchers view other species, many of which are capable of some very nonhuman feats: Bats echolocate; birds use quantum effects to navigate; bees can sense electric fields; mosquitoes can see in infrared. Project too much of what we do, and scientists will miss the ways in which other animals experience the world. "I find it very disappointing to keep looking for ourselves wherever we go," Wynne told me.



Read: How animals perceive the world



Many scientists are now trying to guard against these types of errors--following intuitions about animals' cognitive complexity, but searching for answers through means that aren't just primarily suited to us. Gruen's work in cats, for instance, has found that feline pain manifests not as moaning and groaning, but as subtle changes in daily routine, including whether the animal has gotten worse at leaping onto high surfaces, or is hesitating to climb stairs. At the Max Planck Institute of Animal Behaviour, Alex Jordan's lab is trying to confirm interpretations of certain cichlid behaviors by directly including the perspectives of the fish. To test whether a certain behavior is a threat display, for instance, the researchers use artificial intelligence to generate moving avatars of the animals, Jordan told me, then play back that action to cichlids in the wild and in the lab to gauge if their response matches up.



In the same way that scientists could never be certain that they were completely stripping anthropomorphism from their studies, there is no guarantee that they're self-aware enough to catch themselves overusing it. We struggle enough to see the perspectives of other people; to do so with another creature, with its own sensory repertoire and its own evolutionary path, requires even greater leaps. Still, accepting the inevitability of anthropomorphism may be more responsible than insisting that it can be purged, Kamath told me. Researchers who do the latter may risk something worse: a false sense of their work's objectivity.


 Detachment, after all, shouldn't always be the goal. Rejecting anthropomorphism too vehemently "can justify doing ethically questionable things," Wrensford said: treating animals without mercy, or as expendable obstacles to our goals. The value of other species shouldn't be  dictated only by how much they resemble us. But by ignoring all instincts to think of them like ourselves, we lose our best shot at empathy.
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Canada's Extremist Attack on Free Speech

A bill making its way through the Canadian Parliament would impose draconian criminal penalties on hate speech and curtail people's liberty in order to stop crimes they haven't yet committed.

by Conor Friedersdorf




In 1984, George Orwell coined the term thoughtcrime. In the short story "The Minority Report," the science-fiction author Philip K. Dick gave us the concept of "precrime," describing a society where would-be criminals were arrested before they could act. Now Canada is combining the concepts in a work of dystopian nonfiction: A bill making its way through Parliament would impose draconian criminal penalties on hate speech and curtail people's liberty in order to stop future crimes they haven't yet committed.

The Online Harms Act states that any person who advocates for or promotes genocide is "liable to imprisonment for life." It defines lesser "hate crimes" as including online speech that is "likely to foment detestation or vilification" on the basis of race, religion, gender, or other protected categories. And if someone "fears" they may become a victim of a hate crime, they can go before a judge, who may summon the preemptively accused for a sort of precrime trial. If the judge finds "reasonable grounds" for the fear, the defendant must enter into "a recognizance."

A recognizance is no mere promise to refrain from committing hate crimes. The judge may put the defendant under house arrest or electronic surveillance and order them to abstain from alcohol and drugs. Refusal to "enter the recognizance" for one year results in 12 months in prison.

This is madness.

The proposed law, the result of efforts that began in 2019 after a terrorist attack in New Zealand, does many other things too. One section concerns the obligations of online platforms to police content. Another bears on the worthy goal of protecting children from viewing pornography and stopping the distribution of child-sexual-abuse material, raising the odds that the bill will pass with too little attention to its worst provisions. (In February, it passed its first reading in the House of Commons. Becoming law would require a second and third reading in that body, where amendments can be proposed; passage in the national Senate; and approval by the governor general.)

Even the bill's most Orwellian sections have powerful supporters. Justin Trudeau's government brought the bill before Parliament. Arif Virani, Canada's minister of justice and attorney general, is championing it. "We need the ability to stop an anticipated hate crime from occurring," he declared last week. "The Conservatives need to get on board. Now." According to The New York Times, some version of the bill is likely to pass, because "Trudeau's Liberal Party has an agreement with an opposition party to support government legislation."

Ali Breland: The MAGA internet calls for war

Just countries do not punish mere speech with imprisonment, let alone life imprisonment. Just countries do not order people who have not committed and are not even accused of a crime to be confined to their home or tracked with an ankle bracelet. I have reasonable grounds to fear that the Trudeau government is going to trample on the civil rights of Canadians. That is hardly sufficient to secure the house arrest of its officials.

Earlier this year, the Canadian Civil Liberties Association urged substantial amendments to the legislation. "The broad criminal prohibitions on speech in the bill risk stifling public discourse and criminalizing political activism," it warned. "The bill imposes draconian penalties for certain types of expression, including life imprisonment for a very broad and vaguely defined offence of 'incitement to genocide,' and 5 years of jail time for other broadly defined speech acts. This not only chills free speech but also undermines the principles of proportionality and fairness in our legal system."

But amendments would not go far enough. No one who favors allowing the state to imprison people for mere speech, or severely constraining a person's liberty in anticipation of alleged hate speech they have yet to utter, is fit for leadership in a liberal democracy. Every elected official who has supported the unamended bill should be ousted at the next opportunity by voters who grasp the fraught, authoritarian folly of this extremist proposal.
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A Supreme Court Ruling on Homelessness That's Both Crucial and Useless

<em>City of Grants Pass v. Johnson </em>skips over the real issues.

by Hanna Rosin




Later this summer, the Supreme Court will rule on City of Grants Pass v. Johnson, one of the most important cases on homelessness to come up in a long time. The court will decide whether someone can be fined, jailed, or ticketed for sleeping or camping in a public space when they're homeless and have nowhere else to go. In oral arguments, the justices engaged in a lively debate about the central legal issues: Are states criminalizing people for the act of sleeping outside or for their status of being homeless? Does arresting an unhoused person for sleeping outside constitute cruel and unusual punishment? Should federal justices even be addressing this issue, or is it more appropriate to leave up to local officials? One thing this landmark decision will not really address--the actual problem of homelessness.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Atlantic writer and Good on Paper host Jerusalem Demsas about City of Grants Pass v. Johnson and what it may or may not solve. Homelessness has exploded since the 1980s, mostly in cities where housing costs have gone up. Criminalizing--or not criminalizing--people sleeping in public does not change the fact that many people have nowhere to sleep, and that people who do have places to sleep can't help but notice that their cities have a huge homelessness problem.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Here is a basic American idea: If something is illegal, it has to be equally illegal for everyone.

So, sleeping: Can you arrest someone for sleeping in a public space? Meaning--could city officials agree to arrest people who fall asleep in public, as long as they say the law applies to everyone, equally, in the spirit of fairness?

That's one important thing that the Supreme Court is trying to figure out this summer.

[U.S. Supreme Court oral argument, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson]
 Sonya Sotomayor: And the police officers testified that that means that if a stargazer wants to take a blanket or a sleeping bag out at night to watch the stars and falls asleep, you don't arrest them. You don't arrest babies who have blankets over them. You don't arrest people who are sleeping on the beach, as I tend to do if I've been there a while. You only arrest people who don't have a second home. Is that correct?
 Theane Evangelis: Well--
 Sotomayor: Who don't have a home?
 Evangelis: So, no. These laws are generally applicable. They apply to everyone.
 Sotomayor: Yeah, that's what you want to say.


[Music]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. And today, we are talking about one of the most important cases for the rights of the unhoused in a long time.

[U.S. Supreme Court oral argument, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson]
 John Roberts: We'll hear arguments first this morning in Case 23-175, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson. Ms. Evangelis?
 Evangelis: Mr. Chief Justice, and may it please the court. Like cities nationwide, Grants Pass--


Rosin: In Grants Pass v. Johnson, the Supreme Court will rule later this summer on whether someone can be fined, jailed, or ticketed for sleeping or camping in a public space when they're homeless.

Are they being punished because they are sleeping--the action? Or are they being punished because they're homeless? And should cities be free to make these decisions for themselves?

[U.S. Supreme Court oral argument, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson]
 
 John Roberts: Municipalities have competing priorities. I mean, what if there are lead pipes in the water? Do you build the homeless shelter, or do you take care of the lead pipes? What if there aren't--isn't enough fire protection? Which one do you prioritize? Why would you think that these nine people are the best people to judge and weigh those policy judgments?


Rosin: So in a way, Grants Pass shines a big, bright spotlight on the real issue, which is that many city governments have made a series of decisions about housing over the last few decades that have resulted in a growing number of people who have nowhere to sleep.

Jerusalem Demsas: We've put a lot of power into the hands of local governments to decide who can and can't be somewhere, and what kinds of people can and can exist in different places.


Rosin: This is Atlantic writer Jerusalem Demsas. She thinks a lot about what's behind our policy dilemmas--housing is one of her obsessions. She also hosts The Atlantic's new policy podcast, Good on Paper.

Demsas: And so this kind of exclusion functions in so many different invisible ways. There are all these invisible jurisdictional lines that are affecting behavior, like what school was allowed to be built where 20 years ago. And thus, when your parents were looking for a place to live near a school, they generally were attracted to a certain set of neighborhoods. We think of these as free choices, but they're actually the choices that are handed down to us by government policy from decades ago.


Rosin: And when it comes to housing, these series of choices have created impossible situations. City governments have an interest in keeping the order. Local citizens need somewhere to sleep. These competing interests have been battling it out in a string of important court cases, like Martin v. Boise.

Demsas: In that case, six homeless people sued Boise, Idaho, because of an anti-camping ordinance. And they claimed that their constitutional rights were being violated because they were being told that they couldn't sleep in public, but there was nowhere for them to sleep. There were not housing shelters or things at capacity available for them. And so they said this is a violation of their civil rights, and the Ninth Circuit agreed with them.

And since then, the Ninth Circuit, of course, it covers a handful of states but really big ones that are at concern here, like California, for instance, which has the largest homeless population in the country. But, of course, other courts also pay attention and cite Martin v. Boise, as well. So this has become important to the whole country, even though this was just the Ninth Circuit case. So this has come before the Supreme Court before, and they have declined to listen to it.

But this time, in Grants Pass v. Johnson, they had oral argument. And what's at stake here is basically what kinds of things constitute cruel and unusual punishment. And already there's leeway given to local governments to have reasonable time restrictions and place restrictions on public land for where people can camp. But if the Supreme Court overturns Martin v. Boise and rules against the homeless individuals at play here, then basically what could happen is you could see a whole new raft of criminalization policies, of encampment sweeps without any concern for whether or not those people can actually go somewhere to sleep at night.

Rosin: Okay, so on one side, on the unhoused side, it's really clear what the interests are there. They're very basic. They're like, I have no place to go, and there isn't capacity in any shelter, and you are criminalizing just a basic life function of mine. What is the city's interest? What's Grants Pass or any of these cities--what's at stake on their side of things?

Demsas: Yeah. So Grants Pass, Oregon, is--I think people outside of Oregon think of it as a liberal state, but this is a pretty conservative county. The city of Grants Pass is a county seat. You have some liberal homeowners, but you also have a lot of clear conservatives, things like that. Oregon's a very idiosyncratic place, so just setting that context.

The entirety of the push towards criminalization begins because, in around 2013, they have this roundtable where they're trying to discuss how to get rid of vagrants or the problem of vagrancy. And so they begin really heavily ticketing, penalizing, fining people to get them out. And the problem, of course, in Grants Pass is there's basically one real shelter in Grants Pass, and it's what local journalists have referred to as a high-barrier shelter.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Demsas: And what that means is that they have requirements on someone to come in. You have requirements about attending daily Christian services. They have requirements around not using nicotine. They have requirements around not using any substances. They have prohibitions around interacting with the opposite sex. They have prohibitions around trans people or identifying as the opposite gender or wearing clothes that identify as the opposite gender.

So there's tons of restrictions. And that's a place where homeless research has been really clear: that if you make it really, really hard for people, it obviously raises the stakes for them. And if you're an individual who doesn't think that you're forever homeless--you think that you're just trying to figure it out right then, which is most people who are homeless (they don't expect to be homeless for decades)--then it's like, Oh, I'm not going to just stop speaking to my wife or my girlfriend. I'm not going to just separate from my dog. I'm not going to cold turkey nicotine, which is a very hard thing to do, you know? So it's a lot of things that make it really difficult in Grants Pass.

Rosin: Okay. Just to stick with the city's position for a minute, it sounds like from what you're describing it, it's somewhere between aesthetic and safety?

Demsas: I think it's public order. There's real concerns about the parks themselves--they're public parks. It's not just for homeless folks. It's for everyone who's in Oregon or anyone who wants to come to Oregon. They're public parks. You know, so I think there are legitimate concerns about public order and safety that are on the city's part.

Rosin: Right, right. Okay. And then the other thing that comes into this case is the Eighth Amendment, which was surprising to me. That's the prohibition against cruel and unusual punishment. I, personally, have never thought of it as being used in this particular way. I think of it as having to do with sentencing or presentencing. Why that? Why does that come up in all the cases?

Demsas: So there's decades-old precedent that established that it was cruel and unusual to punish someone because of their status. Basically, you can punish behavior--there's something that you do--but if it's something that you are, you can't just punish that existence. And so homeless folks in the Martin v. Boise ruling--and in that case--they were trying to prove that homelessness itself was a status that you couldn't just criminalize. And so what was happening is that you have to criminalize specific behavior. And so what's interesting is in the oral arguments we heard, you have--

Rosin: In the Grants Pass case.

Demsas: In the Grants Pass case, yes. You have these questions around, Well, are you criminalizing everyone who's sleeping? Because if you're not, then you're criminalizing someone's status. And the respondents from Grants Pass really struggled with this question.

[U.S. Supreme Court oral argument, City of Grants Pass v. Johnson]
 Evangelis: It's very important that it applies to everyone.
 Elena Kagan: Yeah, I got that. But it's a single person with a blanket. You don't have to have a tent. You don't have to have a camp. It's a single person with a blanket.
 Evangelis: And sleeping in conduct is considered--excuse me, sleeping in public is considered conduct. This court, in Clark, discussed that--that that is conduct. Also, the federal regulations--
 Kagan: Well, sleeping is a biological necessity. It's sort of like breathing. I mean, you could say breathing is conduct, too, but presumably you would not think that it's okay to criminalize breathing in public.
 Evangelis: I would like to point to the federal regulations--
 Kagan: And for a homeless person who has no place to go, sleeping in public is kind of like breathing in public.
 Evangelis: Well, two points. Even for the federal regulations ...


Demsas: So for the cruel-and-unusual part, sleeping is sort of like a necessity. It's not just a thing where you can just make yourself not sleep, you know?

Rosin: Right. Okay, so the core issue for each side is, on the homeless side--forgetting about the policy for a minute--the core issue is: Are you essentially criminalizing a state of being? And then for the city, it's the city's right to decide how it wants to create public order and police in the city.

Demsas: And to be clear, it's not just that the folks on Grants Pass--or on the side of the homeless advocates, in this sense--are saying the city should not be able to move people out of public spaces. They're saying, You have to provide them an alternative. If you're going to say, You can't be here, and then they go, Where should we go?, you have to have an answer to that question.

But, you know, to bolster a little bit of the case on the side of the city, I think it's important to also note that, for instance, you could be starving to death, and it's still illegal to steal, right? It's illegal to steal bread or something like that. I mean, we've all seen Les Mis. So that's not allowed. But at the same time, the distinction that's being made here is: You don't criminalize starvation; you criminalize the stealing of bread, versus, Are you just criminalizing homelessness in this case, or are you criminalizing sleeping in this place at a specific time. Are you providing reasonable restrictions?

Rosin: Yeah. This does sound a lot like a lot of other dilemmas that cities are facing now--a lot of other dilemmas around social services versus public order. That seems to be a central conundrum that liberal, urban places don't quite know how to solve right now.

Demsas: And not just liberal. I mean, Grants Pass is not a liberal place. I think this is a problem that has existed for a while.

And I think that, in some ways, it's a real tension. And sometimes there's a tension between, you know, How do you provide for order while allowing people to be free and do what they want to do? And, in some ways, it's not a real tension. Like with the homelessness--I think that's why I'm so interested in it. And I'm just like, There's actually a solution to the crisis. You could just provide housing that is sufficient for the people who need it, and then you would not have homelessness.

But, you know, I think people forget--because we're so in it now--but mass encampments were not normal for most of American history. The modern encampments and modern tent homelessness began in the 1980s. And so, to me, it's just like, Yes, of course. Now there is this tension. But it's come after decades of terrible policy.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break--we get into that policy. And also: What happens if the Supreme Court case rules in favor of the city?

[Break]

Rosin: Okay. What has happened over the last few decades, both in numbers of homelessness, demographics--what's been the changing picture? Do you want to start in the '80s? Is that the right place to start?

Demsas: Homelessness has skyrocketed since the '80s. Half a million people, roughly, are homeless on a given night when they do the point-in-time count to figure out how many people are homeless in America.

Rosin: What is the point-in-time count?

Demsas: Yeah. It's a very difficult thing: How do you figure out how many homeless people there are? It's not like you can just do a simple survey to figure that out.

Rosin: Right. And nobody's like, Checking on the census: I'm homeless now.

Demsas: Yeah, exactly. So what they do is by the end of January, basically, every single continuum of care, which is just the jurisdiction that they reference--sometimes it's counties, sometimes it's cities, whatever. So every single jurisdiction has to count up their homeless. And by that, I mean--literally--they need to go around and count people up. There's a lot of problems with it, but that's kind of the count we have.

So homelessness has been really on the rise, and it's really tracked alongside the rising unaffordability of housing, and that has been really the core cause of rising homelessness.

Rosin: So is it evenly distributed? Is it mostly West Coast? Over the last--since the '80s--what else has changed besides just total numbers?

Demsas: Yes. You see it concentrated in places where you see high housing costs. So you see it concentrated in places like Los Angeles, like New York, like Boston, like D.C., like San Francisco, like Seattle--these are the places where you see homeless encampments on the rise.

And I think there's also distinctions in the types of homelessness. So in places like New York, it famously has a right to shelter. And the East Coast, because of the blisteringly cold temperatures, there's a lot more incentive--both humanitarian and just because, I mean, you don't want a bunch of people dying in your city--to provide a lot more shelter capacity. And the East Coast tends to have a lot more shelters, and so it's often less visible than on the West Coast, where there's less of that concern that people are going to die outside. And so the visibility of the homelessness is much larger in places like Los Angeles, for instance.

Rosin: Yeah. I was just in Seattle, and I had forgotten about the particular nature of West Coast homelessness. I mean, Seattle, Portland--there are places where there are just huge populations downtown--

Demsas: Yep.

Rosin: Especially at this time of year. And it's just an accepted part of the city infrastructure. That's true in East Coast cities, too, but in a different way and a little more recently and a little more season dependent. So yeah, I was reminded of that.

Now is it that obvious and well accepted that rising housing costs and homelessness have moved in tandem? Is that a universally accepted principle?

Demsas: I don't think there's anything universally accepted anymore.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Demsas: But yeah, as universally accepted as you can get, yes.

I think that this is something that requires taking a step back to talk about what we mean by something causing something else. So people are saying things like, Oh, so-and-so is homeless because they were addicted to drugs, and then they lost their job, and then they couldn't make their rent, and now they're living on the street. They're not wrong if that story happened, right? So there are individual vulnerabilities that make someone more likely to become homeless.

But when you reduce the supply of affordable housing to the extent that we have, we have guaranteed basically that someone will be homeless. Who becomes homeless is a question of vulnerability, right? People who are less well off, people who have mental-health issues, people who are addicted to drugs, people who are more likely to lose their jobs or who are volatile in some way--so they're going to get into arguments with their family members or with roommates, so they're going to end up on the street--that's all true. Those things are a part of the story of how they become homeless.

But all of those things happened before 1980, and yet we didn't see those people become homeless. They still had mental-health issues. There were still drug-addiction issues. There were still epidemics of different kinds of drugs. And yet people were experiencing those things, and they were housed. And why that is: because there was just a lot more availability of really, really cheap housing stock.

You can have high poverty, even, like Detroit, Philadelphia--these are places with high poverty. They do not experience the level of homelessness that you see in places like Boston or D.C. or San Francisco. So I think that that's trying to figure out causally from a policymaker's standpoint: What could I do as a policy maker to reduce the level of homelessness? You could have low poverty. San Francisco: very low-poverty place. You can't reduce it by that much more, and yet you still see high rates of homelessness. And so, to me, the lever that policymakers really need to focus on is increase in supply of affordable housing as much as possible.

Rosin: Right. So for you, there are two things that are obvious: One is that the causes of homelessness are a particular interaction between personal qualities and structural realities in a city. And the second is: If you do look at the interaction of those two things, what you end up with is lack of affordable housing.

Demsas: Yeah.

Rosin: Okay. Let's wind back around to our central question. So, we have this Grants Pass case, which is the city versus the rights of the homeless people. From the logic that we've talked about--Debra Blake, who's the original complainant, saying she has no place to go--from the way you've described things, she's probably right. Like, she's probably correct. That would be a common problem. And yet, from all accounts of Supreme Court oral arguments, they seem to be tipping towards Grants Pass's side, right? Is that right?

Demsas: Yeah. External observers think that, on net, it's likely that they--I mean, it's also possible that they choose not to; they resolve on a question that is completely kind of below. Often, the Supreme Court will just resolve on this lowest-available question that doesn't require them to actually engage with some of these bigger issues. And so they could do that and kick it back down.

And even right now, cities are clearing encampments, too. So whether the policy reality looks very, very different is really unclear if the Supreme Court doesn't rule. But, yeah, I mean, the Supreme Court does not look favorable for the homeless plaintiffs.

Rosin: Okay, so let's say the Supreme Court does rule in favor of Grants Pass's desire to be able to maintain jurisdiction and control over the homeless population. How do you read that decision? Is that just avoidance of the bigger problem? Does it cause its own set of problems? Where does that leave us?

Demsas: I think that we've danced around this a lot in this conversation, but there's almost two different policy issues at play here. There is: Do we want to see fewer people homeless? And then there is: Do we want our communities to feel better? Because for everyone, it just feels bad to see people living in that way. That's just really striking. It makes people not want to go towards those areas. You see decreased engagement with the businesses.

And so, to me, it keeps the conversation in this place of: The problem is order. And the reason I dislike that is because you actually can't solve it in that space. If you keep it focused on order, you just end up moving homeless people around. Maybe you move them to jail. Maybe you move them to another city. Maybe you are able to incentivize more of them to live in cars and be better at evading, if they're able to get there. And some people might count that as a win if you just end up not having to see these encampments everywhere. But to me, that's a lot, a lot, a lot of public money spent on not solving a problem.

Rosin: So you've neither solved the homelessness problem, nor have you solved the problem you wanted to solve and narrowly focus on, which is the order problem.

Demsas: Yes. Because, to me, it's the idea that--I mean, California's governor, even, has submitted an amicus brief in favor of Grants Pass in this case. And he's someone who, you know--it's a liberal state where they focus on this issue.

I mean, there are a bunch of liberal city leaders who have also said they want more power in order to clear encampments. These are places that have devoted tons of money and energy and time to solving the problem. And I want to be very clear here that most of the people who are even, I think, counterproductive in solving the homelessness problem are devoting tons of energy and time and money towards a variety of different types of solutions.

And, to me, it's not that they don't care about this. But I think if the Supreme Court decides it's just going to keep us again in this spiral of talking about and dealing with this problem as a function of encampments, as a function of order, as a function of policing and of people putting people in jail, I just worry that we end up stuck there, and we don't actually try to solve the problem of disorder.

Rosin: Right. So if the Supreme Court does, as expected, side with Grants Pass, either nothing changes or you get more license to criminalize, in which case nothing changes. Is there a universe where the emptiness of that decision leads to something positive?

Demsas: I think a lot of states have started to realize the futility of their own housing policy and of allowing local governments to continue on in the way they have for the past few decades. You see energy, most recently, in Colorado, in Montana, in California, and a lot of places around the country--in Texas. And these are places where people have said, Okay. The housing crisis has gotten so bad. We cannot continue the status quo. We're going to make it much easier to build all types of housing. And that has happened adjacent with the rise in homelessness. It has happened adjacent with the run-up in home prices and rent unaffordability. And that has really spurred action.

I think people were really shocked to see, in 2020, that this crisis--which a lot of people had thought, All right, well, that's just because of those crazy Californians and those New Yorkers and those Bostonians. That's them. That's their problem. It's not our problem--it moved. It spread to the rest of the country. As the housing unaffordability crisis spread, so, too, did the homelessness crisis, and that really spurred policymakers to take action.

And so I have some serious concerns about what's going to happen in the future, but I do see some shining lights of optimism in that state governments have taken on an extremely difficult political issue and been able to find some level of solutions here. Now, the track record of places staying on course on a policy path when you don't see results immediately is not the greatest. You know, I'm always cautious. You're trying to get me to end on a positive note. And I'm just like, You know, I don't know!

Rosin: No, no, no. You know what I'm trying to do? I'm trying to build up anticipation. So Jerusalem, on your show--and congratulations--we can just listen for constant updates, since this is such a central issue. So I'm just setting you up for figuring this out for us and all its complications over the next few years.

Demsas: Okay, well, you just brought up my new show, Hanna. It's called Good on Paper.

Rosin: Such a good name.

Demsas: Thank you. So Good on Paper is a policy show, and it's one where we are investigating ideas that fly in the face of some existing narrative. Maybe it's a broad one held by a lot of people in the U.S. Maybe it's a narrative held by an academic community. But it wants to take seriously the ideas that seem in the face of what we already generally believe.

We've kind of already done an episode here on your show now that's like this--you know, the idea that homelessness is not really about drugs, not really about mental health; it's about housing. That is, in some ways, a narrative violation. It's also a lot about academic papers, so it's about good-on-paper ideas and also papers that are good on--That's a good paper! (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yeah. That's something I love. It's so delightful to come upon academics who have cut through the ways that everybody else has done it and just figured out how to factor in some very either obvious or complicated things. It's so delightful to come upon a good, clear paper, you know?

Demsas: Yeah. Well, thanks for having me on your show. I can't wait to have you on mine.

Rosin: Yes. I would love to. It was really fun.

Demsas: Yes, yes. Thank you so much. I'm really excited.

[Music]

Rosin: Jerusalem's show, Good on Paper, is out now, with new episodes every Tuesday. I hardly know anyone who sees the world as clearly as Jerusalem does. She sees through and behind and under all of these policy decisions. And if you listen to Good on Paper, you'll develop that superpower, too.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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You're Not Perfect

And that's great news.

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.

Imagine that you are feeling down and inadequate. Someone who loves you wants to help by saying something really affirming. How about: "You're perfect just the way you are"? That sounds nice!

In fact, this is perhaps the most insidious thing that people tell us--or that we tell ourselves--when we feel sad or insecure. It provokes enormous cognitive dissonance: "This is perfect?" you think (after the brief glow of the compliment wears off). And that suggests one of two logical conclusions: Either you face a bleak status quo with no hope of self-improvement, or the outside world must be to blame for your unhappiness. The first conclusion leads to utter darkness; the second to angry rebellion against a malevolent universe.

The truth is that you are not perfect, and neither is anyone else. And this is incredibly good news: If you can accept this reality, you will have hope of improving yourself and your life. Then you will be happier.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why it's nice to know you

We humans have a natural tendency to exaggerate our positive qualities, and compare ourselves favorably with others. This is called "self-enhancement bias," and it gives rise to all sorts of distortions in perception. Famously, back in the 1980s, researchers showed that up to 80 percent of motorists considered themselves to have above-average driving skills. If you're a regular driver, you have to know that this cannot be true--even if you persist in believing it about yourself.

People also tend to rate themselves more highly on positive moral traits: They are likely, for example, to see themselves as hard-working, honest, and warm. And they tend to rate other people higher on negative traits such as being lazy, cold, and insincere. This is especially true for young and middle-aged adults, who rank themselves as better-than-average on multiple measures.

One reason for this tendency is that it acts as protection against the mental pain that comes from negative comparisons with others. Neuroscientists writing in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences in 2013 used fMRI and PET scans to show that feeling superior to others stimulates dopamine release, which in turn suppresses activity in parts of the brain such as the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, a region associated with mental anguish.

Not surprisingly, people who don't exercise self-enhancement appear to suffer more than those who do. Although the direction of causality is not clear, some scholars have argued that people who assess themselves accurately tend to be those with mood disorders such as depression, a phenomenon known as "depressive realism."

Being told that you're wonderful, even perfect, plays into your need to enact self-enhancement. That is why your well-meaning loved one does it. You might do it to yourself; entire psychological techniques have been built upon our self-enhancement bias, such as self-talk to inflate one's esteem through positive affirmations. Al Franken performed a famous parody of this technique with his Saturday Night Live character Stuart Smalley, whose catchphrase was "I'm good enough, I'm smart enough, and doggone it, people like me!"

Although self-enhancement feels good in the short term, it is not a long-term solution to life's problems. Sooner or later, you're bound to be confronted with a painful adjustment to the truth. For instance, researchers writing in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology showed that when college students held an inflated view of their own academic ability, it enhanced their mood and positive affect--that is, they enjoyed happier feelings. But the illusion of superiority did not translate into better academic performance. In fact, the students tended to fail at their academic expectations, and that in part led to lower self-esteem over the long term.

All of this suggests a plausible pathway from our constantly praising others (especially kids) to boost their self-esteem in the short run to skyrocketing mood disorders among young adults in the long run. It also can explain why so many young people today wind up seeing the world as hostile: "If I'm wonderful, other people must be creating my problems." You can see how some would be set up to see their situation as bitter and unjust when confronted with a reality about their performance in school or at work that doesn't match their self-enhancement propaganda.

Arthur C. Brooks: What medieval mystics got right about life

So we face a dilemma in life: We want to feel better and make others feel better, but people's tendency to do so through self-enhancement is a short-lived solution with possibly enduring ultimate costs. Here are four things to tell ourselves and others that are healthier and more accurate.

1. You're not perfect, but you're normal.
 Rather than trying to extinguish negative emotions, start by emphasizing to yourself and others that you and they are normal in imperfection. Pain, whether physical or mental, is a sign that things are amiss. We typically interpret that as evidence that something about us is broken or abnormal. This is reinforced by a culture that tends to diagnose mental discomfort as a pathology necessitating treatment, rather than as a routine part of life. Of course, mental pain in the form of depression or anxiety can be a maladaptation or a condition that requires a therapeutic response. But mental and emotional pain per se are just about the most normal thing in life. If you never felt sad or inadequate, that would be pretty good evidence that something is wrong with you.

2. Accept yourself.
 Accepting your imperfections is healthier than trying to convince yourself that they don't exist. In fact, treating yourself with this kind of compassion--instead of condemnation or dishonesty--makes you more compassionate toward others. Researchers in 2020 found that when people accepted their own flaws, they became more tolerant of the flaws they perceived in their romantic partners and acquaintances. Accepting their own imperfections involved acknowledgment without judgment, recognition that making mistakes is only human, and mindful observation of pain.

3. Work to improve.
 To acknowledge that "I am flawed in this way right now" is not to say "I will always have this flaw." On the contrary, self-acceptance can and should facilitate improvement. If you have learned a second language as an adult, you know that accepting your early incompetence with good humor is extremely important--so that you have an incentive to improve and can practice the new language, making mistakes, without feeling embarrassed. But you should also resist self-enhancement: You won't make progress if you pretend you can already speak fluently. This applies to any inadequacy.

4. Resist blaming others.
 As we saw, the big problem with self-enhancement is being confronted with the painful reality of your imperfections in the long run. That is the moment when we note cognitive dissonance, in which two beliefs--I am excellent; I am not excellent--are in incompatible tension. This tension can stimulate an external explanation: that I am naturally excellent, for instance, but being thwarted in my efforts by outside forces or people. This can be true, but it tends to be simply another form of self-deception, one that leads to a lot of misery. Scholars have shown that people with a weak capacity for emotional self-regulation tend to blame others for their poor choices. This form of delusion can dispel bad feelings about oneself in the short term, but scholars recommend that owning one's decisions is a better long-term strategy to manage negative emotions.

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

One last suggestion: Reframe your imperfections, and others', not as failings but as interesting puzzles to solve. If you like puzzles, you may have noticed that you initially enjoy the ones that are simple to crack, but quickly get bored and look for trickier alternatives. But if they're too hard, you simply grow frustrated.

The same principle applies when you play a sport or learn an instrument. At every skill level, a golden mean exists between too easy and too hard. The zone of enjoyment moves up as you increase in skill and can tackle more difficulty. Life's challenges are like puzzles. My hunch is that a good deal of the present-day increases in unhappiness that researchers have identified derives from the fact that when we use self-enhancement to avoid the discomfort of struggle, we inadvertently get stuck below the zone of enjoyment in the fascinating game of self-improvement.

You don't need to make any improvements, because you're perfect already? How boring!
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The Most Consequential TV Show in History

A new book about <em>The Apprentice</em> reveals how the 45th president was shaped by tawdry reality-TV culture.

by McKay Coppins




In a CNN interview shortly after launching his presidential campaign in 2015, Donald Trump told a skeptical Jake Tapper that he was "in it to win it" and boasted, "I'm giving up hundreds of millions of dollars to do this. I'm giving up a prime-time television show." In fact, according to a new book, Trump wasn't quite as confident as he claimed. For at least six months after he entered the race, he insisted on keeping the set for The Apprentice intact on the 14th floor of Trump Tower--if the whole presidential-campaign thing didn't work out, at least it would generate good publicity for the next season of The Celebrity Apprentice. "There was a cognizant decision to leave the boardroom," Trump's son Eric told the book's author, "and there was a possibility of it coming back." When the set was eventually torn down, campaign staffers took over the floor.

This almost-too-perfect metaphor for the melding of Trump's reality-TV and political careers appears in Apprentice in Wonderland, by the entertainment journalist Ramin Setoodeh. The book comes out later this month; I obtained an early copy.

It is by now a truism of the Trump era that the 45th president rose to power in large part thanks to the persona he popularized on The Apprentice, which he hosted from 2004 to 2015. Few readers will be surprised to learn that the character he played on the show--the tough-but-fair executive who doles out savvy business advice and decisively fires underperforming employees--was more reality-TV invention than reality. But the book's peek behind the scenes of what is arguably the most consequential television show in history is still revealing. In Setoodeh's look back at the series, Trump, a man who has now served in the most powerful office in the world, shows himself to be thoroughly steeped in the tawdry, lowbrow celebrity culture of the aughts--a culture that remains influential on his politics.

That the former president cooperated so extensively for a book about his reality-TV career is telling. According to an author's note at the end of the book, Trump granted Setoodeh six interviews, four of them in person. That's more than Trump has given to most of the people writing books about his presidency. Setoodeh writes that the interviews sometimes went on for hours, and that his subject seemed to thrill at watching old clips of the show. On the day Trump's sister died in November 2023, Setoodeh assumed their scheduled interview would be canceled. But Trump proceeded as planned, alternating between taking personal phone calls and recounting old episodes of The Celebrity Apprentice to Setoodeh in the Mar-a-Lago living room. "In our days together," Setoodeh writes, "Trump is happiest when he talks about The Apprentice and crankiest when he relives his years as the commander in chief."

McKay Coppins: Why Republican politicians do whatever Trump says

The premise of The Apprentice was straightforward. On each episode, a cast of aspiring "employees," who were divided into teams, competed in business-oriented challenges, after which Trump summoned the losing team to a boardroom and grilled them on their failures. At the end, he'd send a contestant home with his famous catchphrase: "You're fired."

The boardroom scenes became known for high drama and vitriolic sniping, and according to Setoodeh, Trump thrived on pitting the contestants against one another. The author reports that the dynamic was built into the set design, which placed Trump's chair on a platform, allowing him to lord over the contestants competing for his approval. He hectored, humiliated, and bullied them--and only a small fraction of the interactions wound up on air. With Trump in charge, the filming of the boardroom scenes sometimes stretched on for hours, Setoodeh writes, leaving contestants exhausted and disoriented.

Trump also casually deployed racial division for entertainment, according to several contestants. In 2005, he publicly floated a segregated season of The Apprentice, in which "a team of successful African Americans" would compete against "a team of successful whites." He argued at the time, "Whether people like that idea or not, it is somewhat reflective of our very vicious world." The idea never came to fruition. But Setoodeh quotes Black contestants who say the show's racial politics were already retrograde enough, and that they were rooted in Trump's personal views.

Tara Dowdell, who appeared on Season 3, recalls producers trying to goad her during interviews into acting angry: "They wanted me to be a stereotype of a Black woman," she told Setoodeh. Randall Pinkett, a Rhodes Scholar and the first Black winner of The Apprentice, is quoted as saying, "I think Donald's a racist. And I think he consciously and unconsciously and deliberately cast Black people in a negative light." In the show's first season, Omarosa Manigault, who was the lone Black woman in the cast and later went on to serve in the Trump White House, was depicted as so cartoonishly dishonest and manipulative that her name became shorthand in the reality-TV industry for "villain."

In response to an email detailing several of the claims in Setoodeh's book, Steven Cheung, the communications director for Trump's 2024 campaign, wrote, "These completely fabricated accusations and bullshit story was already peddled in 2016 and thoroughly debunked. Nobody took it seriously then, and they won't now, because it's fake news. Now that Crooked Joe Biden and the Democrats are losing the election, and President Trump continues to dominate, they are bringing up old fake stories from the past because they are desperate."

The accusation of racism that has proved most persistent is the rumor that Trump was caught on a hot mic using the N-word during a taping of The Apprentice. Manigault said in 2018 that she'd heard a tape of Trump using the slur. Mark Burnett, the series creator, told Setoodeh it wasn't true. Last week, Bill Pruitt, a former producer on the series, revived the allegation with an essay in Slate, writing that Trump, while discussing the contestant Kwame Jackson, asked aloud, "I mean, would America buy a n-- winning?" In an interview with Setoodeh, Trump repeatedly denies that any tapes exist of him using what he calls "the race word."

"Number one, it's a word that I've never used. I've never used it in my life!" Trump says, before adding, "Would I use it when the mics are all hot? The mics were always hot."

Megan Garber: Trump's smoking gun is a dream that will never die

Apprentice in Wonderland also offers new details about the experience of being a woman on the set. It is perhaps not shocking that Trump--who brags in the book that he made the Miss Universe swimsuit competition skimpier by introducing bikinis--objectified female Apprentice contestants. One challenge that involved creating a customized shopping experience at Home Depot, Setoodeh writes, spawned a rumor among contestants that Trump had told one of them, Erin Elmore, "I'll show you my nine-inch power tool." (Elmore, who later became a Republican strategist and Trump-campaign surrogate, tells Setoodeh it didn't happen.) And when Trump was alone with the male contestants in Season 4, Pinkett says, the host talked about how much he wanted to have sex with Jennifer Murphy, a 26-year-old beauty queen who was another cast member.

Murphy herself offers a detailed description of her various encounters with Trump. At first, she tells Setoodeh, the relationship was like that of a mentor and protegee. "I think he looked at me in a way like he does his daughter," Murphy says. "But also, I did think he had the hots for me a bit." She says that Trump unexpectedly kissed her one day while she was waiting for an elevator, and that on another occasion he invited her to his room at the Beverly Hills Hotel. She declined the invitation because he was married to his current wife, Melania. "I have a conscience," Murphy tells Setoodeh. "I have integrity. I made up a reason I was busy."

Murphy says she that wasn't offended by Trump's advances, and that she didn't consider him a predator: "I think, if anything, he likes beautiful women too much--if that's a flaw." The two remained friends. When she got engaged to a celebrity dentist in 2006, Murphy recounts, Trump let her hold the wedding at one of his properties at a discount. He also joined her in filming an Access Hollywood segment about the nuptials. But at one point during the filming, she says, Trump pulled her aside and asked her why she was marrying her fiance. "He put his arm around me," Murphy tells Setoodeh. "It was off camera. I think he smacked my butt a little. I was like, 'Goodness gracious!'"

Trump's vulgar behavior wasn't limited to backstage. During a Season 4 boardroom scene that made it to air, Setoodeh writes, Trump asked the 22-year-old contestant Adam Israelov if he'd ever had sex. Israelov said he wasn't comfortable answering the question, but Trump wouldn't let it go. "How can you be afraid to talk about sex? Sex is, like, not a big deal. How can you be afraid?" Trump kept pushing. "Listen, Adam isn't good with sex. He might be in ten years, but right now you don't feel comfortable with sex. Do you agree with it? Someday, you will. It's gotten me into a lot of trouble, Adam. It's cost me a lot of money." (This was nearly two decades before Trump would be convicted on 34 felony counts related to a hush-money payment to an adult-film actor.)

Another moment of candor came during a meal in 2004 with the publishing executive Steve Forbes, who made a cameo on the show. Alex Thomason, a contestant, tells Setoodeh that he heard Trump critique Forbes's failed presidential bids in 1996 and 2000. "You went overboard on this pro-life nonsense," Thomason recalls Trump telling him.

By 2008, ratings for The Apprentice had fallen off dramatically enough that NBC needed a new gimmick, and The Celebrity Apprentice was born. According to Setoodeh, Trump wasn't wild at first about surrounding himself with other famous people--he wanted to be the only celebrity on the show--but a network executive eventually warmed him up to the idea of lording over a boardroom full of C-listers. As Trump reflects on those seasons, though, he seems consumed primarily by how many of his celebrity friends have since abandoned him.

Speaking with Setoodeh, Trump neatly divides all of Hollywood into two categories--pro-Trump and anti-Trump--and shifts his assessments accordingly. (If this sounds familiar, that's because it's also how he talks about politicians.)

Tom Brady? When they were friends, Trump hailed the star quarterback as "a great winner" on the campaign trail. But after Brady visited the Biden White House and made a joke about election deniers, Trump was done with him. "He recommended crypto. That's bad!" Trump tells Setoodeh. "Because he lost like $200 million in them. He was friends with this guy, [Sam] Bankman-Fried, and that's not a good guy to be friends with right now." (Brady was a paid "ambassador" for Bankman-Fried's crypto company and reportedly lost tens of millions of dollars when it went bankrupt.)

Debra Messing? When the actor was (according to Trump, at least) effusively thanking him for saving NBC with his show's massive ratings, he found her "quite attractive." But once she became an outspoken critic of his politics, the attraction disappeared: "I watch her today, and it's like she's a raving mess."

Trump seems to reserve special disdain for the Kardashians. He once happily advertised his coziness with reality TV's most famous family. Kim Kardashian made a guest appearance on The Apprentice, and her sister Khloe was a contestant on The Celebrity Apprentice. Years later, when Trump was president, he hosted Kim at the White House and granted clemency to a federal prisoner for whom she'd advocated. But after Biden won the 2020 election, Kim celebrated by posting three blue heart emoji on Twitter--and that was apparently enough for Trump to turn on the whole family.

When Setoodeh mentions Kim, he rants: "She went for Sleepy Joe! Which is incredible to me. Incredible, because I did something that was perhaps important to her." He dismisses her criminal-justice-reform activism: "Maybe it was just publicity for her. I don't know." When Khloe comes up, he says, "I never got along great with Khloe," and then offers, unprompted, "Khloe was arrested for drunk driving. Did you know that?" (The arrest took place in 2007.) "I think it's a terrible thing--so many people die with drunk driving. You don't hear about it, but they do." Trump even seems to disavow the Kardashians' parent Caitlyn Jenner, who voted for him in 2016 but later spoke out against what she considered his administration's transphobic policies. When Setoodeh asks Trump about Jenner, he says blankly, "I don't know her. I knew Bruce. But I don't know Caitlyn."

Trump tells Setoodeh that he seriously considered leaving the show in 2012 to run for president, but that Burnett talked him out of it. "You don't understand," Trump recalls Burnett saying. "They're offering you millions of dollars to be on a show, to be on primetime television." That this argument won out suggests an answer to the question of which job--Apprentice host or president--Trump considered more prestigious, at least at the time. Still, he says he would have easily beaten Mitt Romney in the Republican primaries and done a better job running against Barack Obama. "He ran a horrible race," Trump says of the 2012 GOP nominee, who's since become a vocal Trump critic. "Do you know why? Because he was intimidated by African Americans ... He's a total asshole anyway. He's a total schmuck."

From the November 2023 issue: What Mitt Romney saw in the Senate

Four years later, when Trump finally left, he tried to get his daughter Ivanka installed as the host. Instead, NBC tapped Arnold Schwarzenegger to host The New Celebrity Apprentice, which debuted weeks before Trump was sworn in as president. Speaking with Setoodeh, Trump is gleeful that the show was canceled after one season. He claims that Schwarzenegger was incapable of saying Trump's catchphrase properly during rehearsals, and so had to come up with his own pale imitation: "You're terminated."

"He didn't have it," Trump tells Setoodeh with a grin. "The whole thing was, like, ponderous. And I view that as a great compliment to myself." He adds, "Arnold was a guy, he supported Crooked Hillary, so I didn't give a shit. He was a [John] Kasich supporter too, which made it even worse. So between Kasich and Hillary, I said, 'I hope he bombs like a dog,' and he did." (A Schwarzenegger spokesperson told me in a statement: "We aren't going to get into this because we understand that 90% of what he says is untrue," but added that Schwarzenegger used the phrase "You're fired" in the 1994 movie True Lies, "years before Donald Trump was a reality star.")

Setoodeh's book contains so many anecdotes like this that one can't help but marvel at how Trump manages to keep his catalog of petty celebrity snubs straight. He might struggle to define nuclear triad, but he can tell you which Apprentice contestants sided with Rosie O'Donnell over him in their 2006 feud. As unsavory as this world might be to some readers, the lessons Trump took from his reality-TV era permeated his presidency. Recall those early scenes from his White House: the boss enthroned behind the Resolute desk, pitting advisers against one another, firing Cabinet officials at will, nursing his grudges and grievances. Many presidential libraries feature replicas of the Oval Office; by the end of Setoodeh's book, I wondered if Trump's would include a model of the Apprentice boardroom.

"The show would be a big part of history," Eric Trump tells Setoodeh. "It's going to be a big part of his legacy. I hope it will remain a big part of his legacy."
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Do Students Need Facts or Stories?

"I am not wise enough to say where the young can find what they need," Neil Postman wrote in 1989. But he had an idea about where to start.

by Will Gordon




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


Somehow, Neil Postman saw it coming. His 1985 book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, predicted that people would become so consumed by entertainment that they would be rendered unable to have serious discussions about serious issues. Postman was worried about television; he didn't live to see social media kick those fears into hyperdrive. Now Amusing Ourselves to Death has become a stock reference for commentators trying to explain life amid an onslaught of memes and influencers.

Although today Postman's name comes up mostly in relation to his critique of television, his writing on education is equally worth revisiting. In The Atlantic's December 1989 issue, he reviewed two books calling for a change in American pedagogy. Cultural Literacy, by E. D. Hirsch Jr., and The Closing of the American Mind, by Allan Bloom, were both unlikely best sellers, featuring dense passages on why the nation's youth were failing and what to do about it. Hirsch, then an English professor at the University of Virginia, argued that schools focused too much on teaching how to learn rather than what to learn. By absorbing hard facts, he thought, students would better understand references in texts, which would in turn boost their reading comprehension.

Bloom, a University of Chicago professor, was alarmed by the popularity of "relativism" among college students. If all principles and societal customs were arbitrary products of history, they couldn't be judged and must be held equal. Bloom felt that students must shed their faith in relativism so they could grasp clear, absolute truths. The critic Camille Paglia described the book as "the first shot in the culture wars." It sold more than 1.2 million copies.

Postman dissects each of their arguments, picking out flaws and using them to his own ends. "Hirsch believes he is offering a solution to a problem when in fact he is only raising a question," he writes. "Bloom suggests an answer to Hirsch's question for reasons that are not entirely clear to him but are, of course, to me." (Postman deploys sarcasm the way John Grisham deploys suspense.) Hirsch's "solution" was a roughly 5,000-item list of names, places, and other trivia that he believed literate Americans should know. But to Postman, the issue was not that students lacked information; it was that there was too much of it. Cable television was becoming a prominent force in American life. Twenty-three percent of households subscribed to basic cable in 1980; the number would go up to almost 60 percent by 1990. CNN, the first 24-hour news network, was changing how people consumed journalism. In 1982, an average of 5.8 million households a week watched the channel. Postman writes:

From millions of sources all over the globe, through every possible channel and medium--light waves, airwaves, ticker tapes, computer banks, telephone wires, television cables, printing presses--information pours in ... Clearly, we are swamped by information. Drowning in it. Overwhelmed by it ... How can we help our students to organize information? How can we help them to sort the relevant from the irrelevant? How can we help them to make better use of information? How can we keep them from being driven insane by information?


Bloom, Postman thought, had the answer--sort of. "Although he does not seem to know it, Bloom is arguing that students need stories, narratives, tales, theories (call them what you will), that can serve as moral and intellectual frameworks," Postman writes. "Without such frameworks, we have no way of knowing what things mean."

Here is where Postman seems prescient once again--or, at least, shows us how history has boomeranged. He writes that people and nations require stories, ways of understanding themselves as they're bombarded by data points. He sensed that Americans had lost faith in their nation's story, and that young people no longer believed in the stories previous generations offered them. Today, information, accurate or not, is more accessible than ever. Log on to social media, and you'll find a feed swarming with news, real and fake. Ask a large language model for clarity, and it might hallucinate. And the national story feels more fractured than it was in the 1980s. Debates rage over how the United States remembers its past and thinks of its place in the world; fights over insufficient civics instruction, book bans, and classical education fill op-ed pages.

"Americans rely on their schools," Postman wrote in his 1995 book, The End of Education, "to express their vision of who they are, which is why they are usually arguing over what happens in school." In his 1989 Atlantic article, he avoids outlining his vision: "I am not wise enough to say where the young can find what they need." Instead, he reminds his readers why, confronted with an unrelenting flow of information, they need a vision--some kind of narrative, a way to reach into the rapids, sift through the dregs, and give meaning to what remains.
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The Free-Trial Trap

How much of the subscription economy relies on people forgetting to cancel?

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.


Free trials are convenient for consumers--and expedient for companies. But how much of the subscription business relies on people simply forgetting to cancel?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The most consequential TV show in history
 	NASA finally has an alternative to SpaceX.
 	The two-time Trump voters who have had enough




"Impossible to Get Out"

Do you have long-forgotten free trials turned memberships languishing in your credit-card statements? If you, like so many others, can say yes, the thriving subscription economy has you to thank.

One can subscribe to almost anything right now--meat boxes, razor refills, a membership to Pret a Manger (and, well, this magazine)--a reality of our world at least since subscription mania began raging in the mid-aughts. As subscriptions proliferated, so, it seems, did the free trials that lure us in--and sometimes trap us.

A free trial makes intuitive sense and, when executed fairly, can benefit both companies and consumers. Many products are "experience goods," Neale Mahoney, a Stanford University economist, told me in an email, and we can figure out whether we like them only by trying them. Consider the free ice-cream sample--you don't want to go in on a cone if you don't know that you like the flavor. But "the obvious problem," Mahoney noted, is that--unlike with ice cream--"virtually all free trials roll over into paid subscriptions." When that moment comes, many shoppers simply forget that they've signed up. One 2022 survey found that about 40 percent of consumers have stayed subscribed to a service they don't use because they forgot about it. The problem is so widespread that a cottage industry of services designed to help consumers keep track of and cancel subscriptions has popped up (of course, these services often charge a monthly recurring fee).

Getting inadvertently mired in paid subscriptions can turn costly. In fact, according to research that Mahoney has done on the role of inattention in subscriptions, the subscription economy is bolstered by just that. "For some subscription services, inattention raises revenue by a factor of three," Mahoney told me, adding that "it's hard to imagine these subscriptions being commercially viable if consumers were paying attention each month."

Trials can be an easy win for companies: By giving someone a free or low-cost trial, brands can get consumers into their ecosystem--sending them emails, learning about their preferences, and getting them in the habit of using a product. Investors love it when companies set up subscription models, because unlike with one-off purchases, which can bounce around from day to day, companies can use subscription models to plan ahead, Daniel McCarthy, a professor at Emory University's business school, told me in an email.

But when a shopper decides to quit a service, the system doesn't always treat them fairly. If forgetfulness is a common barrier to escaping the free-trial trap, a much more sinister one is the fact that some companies make canceling really hard. If you have ever been diverted to a bunch of new pages asking you if you're sure you wish to cancel, you know what I mean. Such tactics--"Please don't leave us!"--can veer into manipulation. This dynamic, Sidney Fussell reported in The Atlantic in 2019, is known in some circles as the "roach motel. Easy to get in, nearly impossible to get out." Some people are drawn into the roach motel because they are overly confident that their future self will remember to cancel, Fussell notes--and that getting out of a subscription when the time comes will be simple enough.

The government is trying to crack down on companies' manipulative behavior: Last year, the Federal Trade Commission proposed a new "click to cancel" provision, which would require corporations to make the process of canceling a service as easy as signing up for it. (Perhaps predictably, trade groups have pushed back on the plan.) Mahoney told me that companies could also be fairer to consumers by, for example, sending them reminders about recurring charges, especially if their accounts are sitting unused.

Back in 2022, Amanda Mull warned in The Atlantic that we might soon reach a subscription breaking point: "No one is sure how many subscriptions the average household will bear before it snaps and starts canceling things, but we might be about to find out." It seems we are not quite there yet. Two years later, subscriptions are still everywhere--my sunscreen purveyor just tried to prompt me to subscribe--and so are the tantalizing trials that come with them.

Related:

	This is peak subscription.
 	The endless, invisible persuasion tactics of the internet




Today's News

	Donald Trump's Georgia election-subversion case is on pause indefinitely, as an appeals-court panel waits to hear arguments about whether Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis can stay on as a prosecutor.
 	In recent days, Ukraine fired U.S.-supplied weapons into Russia for the first time.
 	Hunter Biden's ex-wife and ex-girlfriend testified in his federal trial about his past drug use. He is charged with three felonies related to his purchase and possession of a handgun, including lying on a 2018 federal firearms application about his drug use.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: La Nina is a climate phenomenon that should cool the world, Marina Koren writes. But first, we have to make it through another sweltering summer.
 	Work in Progress: Can workers' power grow even if union membership does not? Annie Lowrey explores the future of labor.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



The Near Future of Deepfakes Just Got Way Clearer

By Nilesh Christopher

Throughout this election cycle--which ended yesterday in a victory for Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party after six weeks of voting and more than 640 million ballots cast--Indians have been bombarded with synthetic media. The country has endured voice clones, convincing fake videos of dead politicians endorsing candidates, automated phone calls addressing voters by name, and AI-generated songs and memes lionizing candidates and ridiculing opponents. But for all the concern over how generative AI and deepfakes are a looming "atomic bomb" that will warp reality and alter voter preferences, India foreshadows a different, stranger future.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	India is starting to see through Modi's nationalist myth.
 	Trump will never rule out a bad option.




Culture Break


Atsushi Nishijima / HBO



Watch. The new TV series Fantasmas (premieres Friday on Max) isn't exactly funny, Shirley Li writes. But it does capture the absurdity of modern existence.

Read. "No Miracle," a poem by Kelsey Day:

"it could've been an email, / or a knife gliding over the bruise of an apple, / a surgical sweetness."

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I love this 2021 story from my colleague Saahil Desai about Taco Bell's occasional taco-subscription promotion. In addition to surfacing previously-unknown-to-me Taco Bell lore ("This is a brand that reportedly spent $500 million on an ad campaign featuring Gidget, a talking chihuahua with the catchphrase 'Yo quiero Taco Bell!'"), the article contains this line, which really made me reflect on modern life and the state of our current capitalist environment: "Lord knows the difficulty of buying tacos on a non-subscription basis."

-- Lora



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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Trump Will Never Rule Out a Bad Option

No matter how terrible

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump never wants to take any option off the table, no matter how weird, unsettling, or foolish it might be. Throughout his career, when journalists have asked the former president a hypothetical question about any topic, he never rejects the premise--his answer is pretty much always maybe or yes.

Reporters love an interview that makes news--one that brings fresh facts to the public. If a reporter gets a government official to say, under intense questioning, that, yes, he really wishes he could jack up taxes or eliminate Social Security, that is valuable information for the public on that person's thinking. But since President Trump seems constitutionally unable to say no, the usual newsmaking logic does not apply. Worse, reporters risk giving Trump bad ideas.

Last month, for example, a reporter in Texas asked Trump whether he would consider nominating Ken Paxton, the state's attorney general, for U.S. attorney general if he wins the presidency. "I would, actually," Trump said. "He's very, very talented. I mean, we have a lot of people that want that one and will be very good at it. But he's a very talented guy." Paxton hasn't previously been on reported lists of candidates, and he'd be an awful choice: He's under federal investigation, has acknowledged breaking laws that protect whistleblowers, and barely (and outrageously) escaped conviction in an impeachment trial last fall.

Perhaps Trump won't rule things out because he doesn't want to commit a gaffe or be seen as conceding anything, or he doesn't actually know enough about the topic at hand and is deflecting, or (frequently) some combination of these.

David A. Graham: Trump says he'll be a dictator on 'day one'

At times, the stakes of these hypothetical questions are pretty low. (Would you consider a value-added tax? Sure, maybe, who knows?) In many cases, the answers are basically meaningless chaff for the daily outrage cycle. (Would you consider Tucker Carlson for vice president? "Oh wow ... I like Tucker a lot! I guess I would!") But sometimes they have real-world ramifications. In one 2019 CBS News interview, Trump declined to rule out pardoning Roger Stone, and he ultimately did pardon him. In that same interview, he considered deploying U.S. troops to Venezuela (he did not, though the idea created diplomatic upheaval because even the most tossed-off thoughts of a U.S. president can shift geopolitics). Trump laid out his general approach plainly: "Well, I don't--I don't take anything off the table. I don't like to take things off the table," he told the host, Margaret Brennan.

Interviewers know this, which is one reason they keep asking. Time's Eric Cortellessa recently asked Trump whether he would step down following a second term or challenge the Constitution's Twenty-Second Amendment. "I'm at a point where I would, I think, you know, I would do that," Trump replied. "Look, it's two terms. I had two elections. I did much better on the second one than I did the first. I got millions more votes. I was treated very unfairly. They used COVID to cheat and lots of other things to cheat. But I was treated very unfairly."

Trump has mused about a third term previously, so Cortellessa wasn't conjuring the issue out of nowhere. One could argue that Trump's willingness to end democracy is the major question of this election. But following the Constitution ought to be an expectation for all candidates, rather than a campaign issue--and one could argue that bringing up a third term only provides Trump an opportunity to float seeking one. He's now discussing the possibility in public remarks.

In one May 2015 interview, both Trump and Bloomberg News reporters seemed to wink at the game they were playing.

"So what I want to ask you is, have you thought about this," a reporter began. "Would you be willing to meet with Kim Jong Un personally to try to reach a--"

"Breaking--we have breaking news. Is this going to be breaking news, Jennifer?" Trump asked one of the interviewers, Jennifer Jacobs, eliciting laughter. "Depends on what you say," she replied. What he said, of course, was that he would. He ultimately did meet with Kim, and the meeting was considered a botched job, one that did nothing to slow North Korea's nuclear program or threats.

David A. Graham: The Trump two step

In these incidents, the reporters are part of mainstream outlets, looking to use hypotheticals to make news. But sometimes a slightly different dynamic unfolds at conservative outlets, with Trump allies who have a different goal: to make Trump seem normal. This gambit seldom works--Trump is temperamentally unable to avoid making news, and besides that, he doesn't like to say no.

For example, in December, Sean Hannity sought to quash suggestions that Trump would abuse his powers if reelected. "Under no circumstances, you are promising America tonight, you would never abuse power as retribution against anybody?" Hannity asked. But Trump refused the lifeline. "Except for day one," Trump replied. "He says, 'You're not going to be a dictator, are you?' I said: 'No, no, no, other than day one. We're closing the border and we're drilling, drilling, drilling. After that, I'm not a dictator.'"

Journalists should not hesitate to ask Trump tough questions. But they ought to recognize they run the risk of implanting a bad idea.  In November 2015, Trump was speaking darkly about a need to crack down on terrorism: "We're going to have to do things that we never did before." Then, an interviewer from Yahoo News asked Trump "whether this level of tracking might require registering Muslims in a database or giving them a form of special identification that noted their religion." You can guess what happened next: "He wouldn't rule it out," the interviewer reported. The backlash was swift, but so was the excitement from Trump's base; the idea eventually morphed into his attempt to ban people from predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United States.

Maybe the whole Trump era is the result of a hypothetical question: In 1988, Oprah Winfrey hosted Trump on her show, where he talked about trade. "This sounds like political, presidential talk to me," Winfrey said. "I know people have talked to you about whether or not you want to run. Would you ever?" Trump was skeptical, but he didn't take it off the table: "I just probably wouldn't do it, Oprah. I probably wouldn't, but I do get tired of seeing what's happening with this country, and if it got so bad, I would never want to rule it out totally."
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OpenAI Is Just Facebook Now

Facing one controversy after the next, the artificial-intelligence company enters a new phase.

by Matteo Wong




OpenAI appears to be in the midst of a months-long revolt from within. The latest flash point came yesterday, when a group of 11 current and former employees--plus two from other firms--issued a public letter declaring that leading AI companies are not to be trusted. "The companies are behaving in a way that is really not in the public interest," William Saunders, a signatory who, like several others on the letter, left OpenAI earlier this year, told me.



The letter tells a familiar story of corporate greed: AI could be dangerous, but tech companies are sacrificing careful safety procedures for speedy product launches; government regulation can't keep up, and employees are afraid to speak out. Just last month, Vox reported on a nondisclosure and non-disparagement agreement that OpenAI employees were asked to sign upon leaving the company. Violators risk losing all their vested equity in the company, which can amount to millions of dollars--providing a clear reason for workers to remain silent, even about issues of significant societal concern. (An OpenAI spokesperson told me in an emailed statement that all former employees have been released from the non-disparagement clause, and that such an obligation has been scrubbed from future offboarding paperwork.)

"AI companies have strong financial incentives to avoid effective oversight," the letter states, "and we do not believe bespoke structures of corporate governance are sufficient to change this." To remedy this problem, current and former employees asked advanced-AI companies to establish a "Right to Warn" about their products from within and commit to substantive, independent oversight.



The Right to Warn letter is only the latest in a string of high-profile incidents suggesting that OpenAI is no longer committed to its founding goal--to build AI that "benefits all of humanity"--and is instead in thrall to investors. OpenAI leaders' talk of a possible AI doomsday (or, conversely, utopia) has faded into the background. Instead, the company is launching enterprise software, beholden to Microsoft's $13 billion investment, reportedly closing a massive deal with Apple, and debuting consumer products. In doing so, it has sparked other controversies: a generative-AI assistant that sounds uncannily like Scarlett Johansson, despite her repeated refusal to give the company permission to use her voice. (You can listen for yourself here; the company denies copying Johansson's voice and has paused that particular bot.) Former researchers with OpenAI, at least one former board member, and national regulators have accused the company of or are investigating it for putting profit over safety, retaliating against employees, and stifling competition. OpenAI has, in other words, become a full-fledged tech behemoth--a next-generation Facebook with an ego to match. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI, independent of the editorial side of this organization.)



Read: A devil's bargain with OpenAI



The first signs of a schism at OpenAI date back three years, when a group of high-ranking employees left to form a rival start-up, Anthropic, that claimed to place a greater emphasis on safely building its technology. Since then, a number of outside academics, pundits, and regulators have criticized OpenAI for releasing AI products rife with well-known risks, such as output that was misleading or hateful. Internal dissent began in earnest this past November, when Sam Altman was removed as CEO, reportedly because of concerns that he was steering the company toward commercialization and away from its stated "primary fiduciary duty [to] humanity." (A review commissioned by OpenAI from the law firm WilmerHale later found that the ouster was not related to "product safety or security," according to OpenAI's summary of the investigation, although the report itself is not public.) Investors led by Microsoft pressured OpenAI to reinstate Altman, which it did within days, alongside vague promises to be more responsible.



Then, last month, the company disbanded the internal group tasked with safety research, known as the "superalignment team." Some of the team's most prominent members publicly resigned, including its head, Jan Leike, who posted on X that "over the past years, safety culture and processes have taken a backseat to shiny products." Fortune reported that OpenAI did not provide anywhere near the resources it had initially, publicly promised for safety research. Saunders, who also worked on superalignment, said he resigned when he "lost hope a few months before Jan did." Elon Musk--who was one of OpenAI's founding investors in 2015 and started his own rival firm, xAI, last year--sued OpenAI in March for breaching, in favor of rapid commercialization, an alleged contractual obligation to build AI for the good of humanity.



All the while, OpenAI has steadily released new products and announced new deals with some of the biggest companies around. That all but two of the Right to Warn letter's signatories are former OpenAI employees feels especially telling: This company, more than any other, has set the tone for the generative-AI era. But there are others, of course. Google and Anthropic, current and former employees of which also signed yesterday's letter, have launched a slew of consumer- and business-facing AI tools in recent months, including the disastrous rollout of AI to Google Search. (The company appears to be removing AI overviews from many queries, at least for the time being.)



An OpenAI spokesperson told me that the company takes a "scientific approach to addressing risk" and cited several instances in which OpenAI has delayed product launches until proper safeguards are put in place. The company has previously noted that raising money is the only way to acquire the massive resources needed to build the advanced AI it believes could usher in a better future. But Saunders told me that "no one should trust the company saying that they've done this process properly."



Read: OpenAI just gave away the entire game



The threats that Leike, Musk, Saunders, and dozens of other insiders are worried about are largely speculative. Perhaps, some day, self-replicating, autonomous chatbots will design bioweapons, launch nuclear attacks, or disrupt critical infrastructure. Tech executives have themselves in the past warned of these "existential" risks; Altman himself has likened his company's work to that of inventing nuclear weapons. Ex-employees might disagree over how to handle those dangers, but they tend to agree that the company is building godlike computer programs--critics of OpenAI's approach to existential harms don't have faith in the company to regulate itself, but they do have faith in the myth of Altman as the world's savior or destroyer. The less fantastical but already present dangers of AI--its capacity to foment misinformation and bias, monopolize the internet, and take jobs--tend to vanish in these discussions.



But the Right to Warn letter indicts not a specific problem with generative AI so much as the entire process by which it is currently developed: a small number of companies "outrunning the law in the sense that they are developing the [technology] faster than regulation can be passed," Saunders told me. Employees, the signatories believe, will have to fill in the gap and thus need "a right [to warn] no matter what your concern is," he said. The problem, in other words, is that OpenAI is less building the future than adopting a tried-and-true Silicon Valley model. If today's tech companies had invented electricity, we'd all be paying exorbitant prices to constantly upgrade wiring and outlets that are super sleek, pump out massive voltage, and occasionally short-circuit, singe our fingertips, or explode.



Just as scary as a profit-seeking company building a new god is yet another profit-seeking company shoving whatever software it wants down the global population's collective throat. Apple once aimed to "advance humankind," Google's unofficial motto--until it became obviously farcical--was "Don't be evil," and Facebook's mission is to "bring the world closer together." Now these are among the most valuable companies in the world, dominating smartphones, online ads, and social media, respectively. They have been accused of atrocious labor conditions, sparking a generational mental-health crisis, sucking the life out of the internet, and enabling genocide around the globe. All three face federal antitrust lawsuits, and all three have had former employees speak out against unethical business practices following alleged or feared retaliation. Eschatology gives way to escrow.


 Perhaps the most famous of these whistleblowers was Frances Haugen, who in 2021 released thousands of documents revealing that Facebook was aware of, and ignored, the ways in which it was undermining democracy around the world. The lawyer who represented her is now representing the Right to Warn signatories. Thankfully, their letter is less of an autopsy, as Haugen's was, and more of an early diagnosis of still more havoc that Silicon Valley may wreak.
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This Show Understands the Absurdity of Modern Existence

The mesmerizing new HBO series <em>Fantasmas</em> isn't exactly funny--but it <em>is </em>entirely relatable.

by Shirley Li




Halfway through HBO's new six-episode series Fantasmas, an entrepreneur named Denise explains the very particular service she provides: dressing up toilets in costumes. "It breaks my heart to see them naked, undignified, shivering in the cold as they swallow our daily filth," proclaims the woman, played by the Saturday Night Live alum Aidy Bryant. Like an overeager Vanna White, Denise shows off some of her designs: a bedazzled denim set, a silvery sheath, a bright-yellow skirt for a toilet that's--sorry, who's--"daydreaming of a Hawaiian honeymoon with a man she'll never meet." She then warns viewers not to ask her how much her wares cost.

The "ad" runs for almost three minutes. It nonsensically flashes back to Denise's childhood. It has nothing to do with anything in the plot of Fantasmas. It's silly and stupid and strange--and I couldn't stop laughing.

Fantasmas, which premieres Friday, is filled with such irresistible detours. Written and directed by the comedian Julio Torres, who's best known for masterminding some of SNL's most surreal sketches, such as "Papyrus" and "Wells for Boys," the half-hour series is Torres's latest absurdist experiment. He plays a version of himself, an artist also named Julio, who's trying to find a precious earring he lost. Along the way, he drifts into scenarios that seem to have no bearing on his quest but nonetheless contain layers of profundity. Denise's commercial, for instance, catches Julio's eye when it plays on a monitor at an internet cafe; by the time it ends, Julio is watching it on his phone, suggesting that he sought it out himself--or that it's just part of a stream of ubiquitous, unavoidable promotional #content everyone has to sit through. Julio couldn't look away, and Fantasmas is similarly mesmerizing. The show's incongruous sketches capture the preposterousness of trying to exist as an individual untethered from corporate entities, personal branding, and the abyss that is today's internet. It's not exactly funny, but it is entirely relatable.

Read: A movie that understands the absurdity of the American dream

To anyone familiar with Torres's work, including his recent film, Problemista, and the delightful comedy series Los Espookys, these themes may not seem new. Torres regularly uses audacious visuals to interrogate the logic of living in our late-capitalist era; there's nothing more amusing, his stories insist, than being in a world that values companies over people, that forces humans to endure bureaucratic labyrinths just to deem themselves, well, human.

But even compared with Torres's other projects, Fantasmas is uniquely confounding. Its narrative, for starters, is almost shapeless. Julio's lost earring offers the lightest of plot anchors, leaving Fantasmas prone to tangents about whatever's been on Torres's mind: the flawed U.S. health-care system, the influencer economy, The Dress (you know, the one that's white and gold). Precious screen time gets spent exploring, say, a robot's attempt to break into acting or a vicious legal battle between one of Santa's overworked elves and his bosses. Some episodes scrutinize Julio's insistence on prioritizing creativity over consumerism, questioning whether his defiance is genuine or a gimmick. His manager, Vanesja (the j is silent, naturally), played wonderfully by the performance artist Martine Gutierrez, pushes Julio to star in a credit-card commercial. A network executive encourages Julio to write a script about coming out to his abuela. Julio accepts these requests despite his insistence that he won't commodify his identity, because how else is he supposed to make rent? He doesn't even have the new identification document called the "proof of existence."

Read: The strangely charming world of Los Espookys

As always with Torres's work, there's plenty of cheerful whimsy in Fantasmas. Tilda Swinton voices the element of water. Steve Buscemi plays the letter Q. But the show's most impressive flourish is the way it evokes puppet theater: The actors roam sets that look unfinished, the camera frequently tracks them from a bird's-eye view, and when Julio thinks, his thoughts pop up like silent-film intertitles. Fantasmas is an explosion of Torres's sensibility, and its aesthetic verve is perhaps the best and most meta thing about it. He used HBO's money--corporate spoils, if you will--to make something that doesn't look made for TV but more like an unusually pointed Dr. Seuss book. (Oh, the Sponsored Content You'll Make!)

The word fantasmas, Julio explains early in the series, means "ghosts" in Spanish. It's what he wants to call the color "clear," a shade he pitches to the crayon company Crayola. He's incorporated this joke into his stand-up material in the past, but like the show's own concepts, such recycling serves a new purpose. If his other recent work has come with a noticeable melancholy amid the surrealism, Fantasmas offers pure, playful glee. To some viewers, there may be no use for a clear crayon. But others may see what Julio sees: that it's one more way to turn what's frustrating about this world into something more fun.
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Who Really Benefits From the Great Remote-Work Experiment?

According to one study, women with more job experience suffer the most.

by Jerusalem Demsas




Four years after the great remote-work experiment began, the public debate has boiled down to: Bosses hate it and workers love it. That's the story we're told time and again in a zero-sum debate that leaves little room for nuance. In reality, remote work depends on all sorts of things--the industry, the occupation, and interests of employers and workers, not to mention the interests of government and the broader public. Somehow, remote work is both a remarkable boon and a tremendous loss.

In our first episode of Good on Paper, I talk with Natalia Emanuel, a labor economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, who has co-authored a paper trying to tease out what happened to workers after they went remote. Her research focuses on software engineers at an unnamed Fortune 500 company, some of whom were functionally remote even before the pandemic because their teams were spread out over a large campus. When COVID-19 came and everyone was sent home, it created the perfect circumstances to assess what was really happening to workers once they went remote.

Our conversation delves into all sorts of questions. Do people understand the tradeoffs they are making when they choose to work remote? What's the impact on a team if even one person goes remote? Does remote work benefit older women at younger women's expense? What happens to people's social lives in the era of remote work?

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Jerusalem Demsas: My name is Jerusalem Demsas, and I'm a staff writer here at The Atlantic. And this is the first episode of Good on Paper.

Good on Paper is a policy show that questions what we really know about popular narratives. Narratives do a lot to drive what our world looks like--whether they exist in the broader media ecosystem or as a consensus within a specific group of people, like economists or policy wonks. But sometimes these narratives are built on shoddy ground. One fact, or a set of reasonable facts, spins out of control and is woven into a tale that goes well beyond what we actually know.

This show came about as an extension of my own writing and reporting here at The Atlantic because over the years, as I've written about a bunch of things--from why it's so hard to build a wind farm in Alabama to why a bunch of people had babies during the pandemic--I'm struck time and again by the strength that certain narratives have. There are overly broad and often overly simplistic claims about the world that play a huge role in how our political system works.

And I'll be completely honest. There are plenty of times where I've realized those kinds of ideas are playing a role in my own thinking. That's sort of my beat. I dig in when I see something that seems off or undertheorized or at least not super fleshed out. And while there's no one right answer, the goal of this show is to figure out what we really know about a topic and use research to get a deeper understanding of the truth.

This episode of Good on Paper is about the messy economics of remote work.

[Music]

Behind the scenes in this whole debate is the presumption that remote work is good for employees and bad for employers and bosses. But is that true? For my part, I've been a bit disillusioned by the remote-work experiment. There are, of course, amazing benefits to remote work. For those with disabilities or dependents, remote work can be more than just convenient; it can open up opportunities that hadn't been possible.

But at the same time, there have been some serious costs--missing out on the social part of work. Sure, there's some annoying water-cooler chitchat, but I have a nagging feeling that I've lost out on important learning and connections by being remote.

Most of all, it's not really clear to me how you make these decisions fairly. Can my desire to work in person with my colleagues trump another person's desire to work from another city? It's still something I'm working out.

A few weeks ago, I talked with Natalia Emanuel. She's a labor economist working at the New York Federal Reserve Bank. And she wrote a really interesting paper that helps unlock the varied impacts of remote work.

All right, Natalia. Welcome to the show.

Natalia Emanuel: Thank you so much for having me. I'm really excited to be here. Before we begin, I do note that the views I would express today are my own. They don't reflect those of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York or the Federal Reserve System at all, so they're simply mine.

Demsas: Yeah. So you were finishing your Ph.D. when COVID hit, right?

Emanuel: That is correct.

Demsas: How was that? Did remote work feel that different to you? I kind of imagine academics siloed off in their offices, never speaking to each other.

Emanuel: Ah, well, my co-author on two remote-work papers--her name is Emma Harrington, who is now an awesome professor at University of Virginia--she and I were randomly put into the same office in a second year of graduate school, and then partly because of that, we ended up becoming co-authors. Because before that, we actually hadn't really known each other particularly well. So there is an element of: Yes, we were siloed. Yes, we were in the basement with almost no light at all. But by being in the same windowless office together, we did form a nice bond that way.

Demsas: This feels like an econ paper that's, like, come to life. Isn't this like a finding?

Emanuel: Exactly.

Demsas: Academics that sit near each other tend to co-author or something.

Emanuel: Correct, yeah. In terms of the actual COVID during the job market, it had a very important impact on us, which is that all of our job market was done remotely. So we were doing interviews remotely. We were doing flyouts to visit the potential places we might take jobs. All of that was not an actual flyout. That was a Zoom flyout. And so that was the place where it had more impact, perhaps on the actual paper writing.

Demsas: Did you think it affected the interviews or anything?

Emanuel: So purely anecdotally, I would say the people who I have given talks to remotely remember me and remember my findings less than when we were in person.

Demsas: Wow. Just because everyone's doing, I don't know, The New York Times Connections game while they're listening to you. That makes sense.

Emanuel: I imagine it was email, but I think you have a more enjoyable thing. Maybe they liked my talk more because at least they were doing something fun.

Demsas: Yeah. I feel like before we get into the meat of your study, there are very different estimates about how many people are actually remote working right now. And it led me to realize: How do we actually know what's happening? Do you have a sense of how many are remote working? Why does it feel like we're getting different answers from different data sources?

Emanuel: There is a big difference among different ways that you could ask this question and exactly what you mean by remote work. Does that mean that there is no place you have to go to for your work? Does it mean that you have to be in your workplace's office as opposed to a cafe shop? Does it simply mean that you have to have left your bedroom?

You also can get different answers when you're asking, Are you fully remote? versus, Are there certain days of the week when you are remote? versus, How many hours a week are you remote? And so those two dimensions can give a lot of variation in terms of exactly what number we're getting.

Demsas: So the one that I'm going to just try to use in my head--and, for listeners, is what the BLS, Bureau of Labor Statistics, is doing--so in 2024, in February, their survey data shows that 77 percent of people did not telework at all. Around 11 percent of people teleworked all hours. And roughly 12 percent teleworked some hours. So it feels like this is a really big conversation, for 12 percent of the population to be fully remote working. Do you feel like that's an outsized conversation that we're having about remote work?

Emanuel: Well, I think the 77 number of people who are not working remotely, that makes a lot of sense, insofar as some jobs are just really hard to do if you're not on-site, right? Being a car mechanic: very hard to do if you are not actually at the car. Similarly, trauma surgery: Maybe one day it'll be done by robots, and the robots are controlled by people who are far away; that's not how trauma surgery is happening right now. Similarly, we're not thinking about occupational therapists or nursery-school teachers. So many of those jobs, there just isn't a possibility of them even being remote.

And so what we're thinking about here are the jobs where there is a possibility of being remote. You can imagine sales, customer service, consultants, software engineer--many jobs that are more computer based, those are the ones where we should be thinking about remote work is a possibility.

Demsas: And the quintessential people who can work from home are probably software engineers and coders, which brings us to your study. So you have a working paper at the National Bureau of Economic Research--NBER--and it came out last November. Can you tell us about it?

Emanuel: Sure. We are looking at software engineers at a Fortune 500 company, and this is a sufficiently large company that they have on their main campus two buildings where the software engineers sit, and those buildings are about 10 minutes apart. Well, 12 minutes if you're on Google Maps--10 minutes if you're me.

We found that some of the people who were on teams where everybody could be in one building--whereas because there's not as much desk availability, some teams actually had to be separated across those two buildings. And so the teams that were separated across the two buildings had most of their meetings online, because if you're only having a 20-minute meeting, you're not going to spend exactly the length of your meeting walking there and back.

And so we can see beforehand what happened to those particular teams. And then once the pandemic forced everybody to work remotely, we can see what happens thereafter. And so we can use the teams that were already meeting remotely, and they're our control group: they're remote before the pandemic; they're remote after the pandemic. Whereas the people who are on one-building teams, they were with the rest of their colleagues, and then after the pandemic, they're working remotely.

Demsas: Mm-hmm.

Emanuel: That's an interesting context to look at, from our perspective, because it allows us to understand there is a measure of productivity, and then there's also a measure of digital collaboration. And so we were trying to understand what remote work does for the pieces that you might learn from colleagues, right?

There's another study that finds that a sixth of all skills that one acquires over their lifetime are coming from colleagues. And so we were very interested in the impact of remote work on this collaboration and on-the-job training.

And so we also think that software engineers are particularly interesting because, in many ways, it's the best-case scenario for remote work. So for one, all of their output is digital. Also, software engineers have established mechanisms for giving each other digital feedback on their code, and that was something that they had sort of industry standard and has been for decades before the pandemic.

Demsas: What are your main results? You're observing these software engineers, and as you say, these software engineers are basically just coding full-time. They're just writing a bunch of code, and they're getting comments on that code, and that's how you're looking at feedback. So what are the findings of that observation?

Emanuel: Yeah, we're finding that the folks who were in person with their teams, they were in the same building--we're going to call them one-building teams--they were getting about 22 percent more feedback from their colleagues on their code. So they were just getting more skills, more mentorship when the offices were open.

And then when the offices closed and everybody was going remote, pretty immediately we see that gap closes. And so then everybody is getting less feedback than they were. And this is useful as a counterfactual because if you imagine you're saying, Oh, well. They're getting 22 percent more feedback. Well, maybe that's just because they tend to be chattier, or maybe it's because they really actually need that feedback a little bit more, the people who are on one-building teams. If that were the case, then even after the offices close, that would still persist, whereas if this is something really coming from being in person with your colleagues, then that gap would close. And that's exactly what we find.

Demsas: So there are 11.5 percent more people commenting on engineers' work if they're in one-building teams than if they're in the multi-building teams, right? So there are a lot more people commenting on your work if you're in a one-building team. So what is happening there? Why is it that someone who's in a one-building team is seeing more comments?

Emanuel: We look at this in terms of the exact type of comments. So part of this is they're just getting more comments on the initial go, but then also they're asking more follow-up questions and then getting more replies to the follow-up questions. And so we're seeing the depth of conversation is partly driving this. We additionally see that this is happening in terms of speed--that they're getting faster feedback, as well. And so there are many dimensions here.

I would also put a small asterisk here, which is that we're measuring this in terms of the digital comments that they're getting. But people who are in person, it is much easier to just turn to your neighbor and say, Hey, can we just talk about this for a quick second? And so if we think that that's happening more among the people who are sitting next to each other, then the estimates that we're getting are actually lower bounds.

Demsas: And so what's the effect of all this? What's the effect of getting more comments?

Emanuel: There are a number. The first is that, as you might imagine, if they're working on building skills and responding to these comments, their actual output is a little bit lower, so they're producing fewer programs overall. And, accordingly, because they are producing fewer programs, they also are less likely to get a pay raise.

But once the office is closed and that level of mentorship has now equalized, the people who have been working on building their skills, they're actually more likely to be getting pay raises. And they're actually twice as likely to be quitting to go to a higher-paying job or a job at a higher-paying company.

And so, it really depends on the time frame that you're thinking about this. In the short run, it looks a little painful because they're not doing as well. But in the long run, you're seeing the fruits of their labor.

Demsas: I find this really interesting because what it indicates is that there's this investment that happens early on in someone's career, and then when they go remote, the people who had that kind of investment are able to still capitalize on it. But in time, they're going to look less productive than their more remote peers. Those remote peers are just banging through code. They're not having to respond or engage with their mentors or with the older engineers. It's a strange finding because it would indicate that managers would really prioritize and see that remote work was doing well in the short term.

Emanuel: Totally. And I think that is consistent with what we saw at Meta, right? Early in the pandemic, Mark Zuckerberg was like, Yeah, this sounds great. People seem to actually be more productive when they're remote. And then sort of three years in, that's when Mark Zuckerberg was like, Actually, let's come back to the office. It seems that people actually are more productive when we have some amount of in-person time. And so it does seem as though it does take a little bit of patience to be able to realize these different effects over different time horizons.

Demsas: Wait, you mentioned Meta. Is this Meta?

Emanuel: So I'm actually not allowed to share what company we're studying.

Demsas: Okay, great. Well, I will just, in my head, imagine a giant campus in Silicon Valley that has multiple buildings where software engineers work far apart.

Emanuel: That sounds like a perfect thing to imagine.

Demsas: And people can draw their own conclusions.

And so do these findings contradict earlier findings in the space? Existing literature about remote work and productivity, as I've mentioned before, it's kind of mixed. But there's the seminal 2015 study from Nicholas Bloom where he looks at a 16,000-employee company in China. And the study design there, it's employees that volunteer. They then randomly assign those to either be work from home or in the office. And they find that work from home leads to a 13-percent performance increase in productivity, so both more minutes per shift and more calls per--it's a call center--so it's more minutes per shift that they're making calls and also more calls per minute. And so that feels very different than what you're finding here.

Emanuel: Yeah, so first of all, I think that it is totally possible to have different findings in different settings. One of the things that makes Nick's study particularly interesting is there it was, as you mentioned, all volunteers. Right? These were existing workers who had been at the company already, and they volunteered to go remote. So that's not necessarily the case when we're thinking about the pandemic. Not everybody volunteered to be remote.

Also, in that context, everybody had to have their own room to work in as a specific workspace, as separate from people who are working on their bed. And so that also could change it. And so you do see potentially different outcomes there.

Also at a travel agency, that is pretty siloed work, whereas as software engineers, they do need to understand what this code base is doing, how people have been thinking about that particular function already. And so there is a little bit more of a collaborative nature there.

Demsas: Mm-hmm.

Emanuel: The other thing I would note is that, eventually, remote work unraveled in that context because there were fewer promotions happening among the remote workers. And so people ended up wanting to come back to the office because that's where they got the visibility to be able to get the promotions that that higher performance really warranted.

Demsas: And so they weren't getting promotions, because they were doing worse work? Or they weren't doing promotions, because managers had this attitude that people who are in person, who they're talking to in the office--those people are just more worthy of promotions?

Emanuel: Well, I wouldn't say that they were doing worse work. According to Nick's paper, it seemed as though they were actually doing better work.

They were overall more productive. But it does seem as though there is a disconnect between pure productivity metrics and the human component of promotions.

Demsas: And so you have a 2023 study where you look at a call center. It's a U.S.-based call center, and I'm not sure how else it may differ from Bloom's study. But you find that pre-COVID, remote workers were answering 12 percent fewer calls per hour, and that feels like there's something going on that's stably less productive about remote work, even in the same work context. So what's going on in understanding the differences in your findings versus Nick Bloom's?

Emanuel: Yeah, so in our study, we were finding that before the pandemic, the people who elected to work remotely, at least in this company--which, again, as you mentioned, we were thinking about a Fortune 500 company and their customer-service workers--and there we found that the people who chose to work remotely tended to have lower productivity, on average, than the people who chose to be in person. And so that's what economists would call negative selection.

But that is also consistent with, if you anticipate that the people who are going to get promotions are those who have closer connections to the managers and are those who are going to be in person and that you might be, not to use a horrible pun, but you might be phoning it in a little bit--

Demsas: (Laughs.)

Emanuel: Then that would make sense that you would be more willing to be remote. Now, of course, I have no idea what was in each individual person's mind, but that is consistent with understanding that there is a promotion penalty to being remote.

Demsas: Okay. So returning to your original new study also about remote work, but I think the thing that's really interesting about the research you find is this junior-versus-senior benefits to remote work, right?

So I really want to talk about how different it is if you're an early-career software engineer versus a late-career software engineer. What happens to people early career versus late career when it comes to remote work? How does that affect their productivity? How does it affect how they do their jobs, what research they're getting, and their long-term outcomes?

Emanuel: In general, it's the people who are most junior who have the most to learn and are getting the most comments and therefore having to do the most learning. And who's giving this feedback? Well, that's the more senior people. Those are the people who have been with the firm a lot longer.

We see that the hit to productivity is actually happening both among junior people, but then particularly it is concentrated among the senior people who then have to be really understanding somebody else's code and thinking deeply about it and giving them feedback to try to think, Oh, how can I help this person grow? And how can I help make sure that this code is doing well?

And so that meant that for the senior people, there was a cost in their productivity from being in person and providing all of that feedback. And so that means when they go remote, particularly the senior people's productivity actually increased. And so again, for them, you could see a boost in productivity right at the beginning of remote work. And then from the firm's perspective, you could imagine that that might not persist forever if you're then getting your junior engineers who aren't getting as upskilled as you might hope.

Demsas: So senior folks are just like, Thank God I don't have to answer all these comments all the time. I can just do my job, and that benefits them. I wonder though--I think this is really interesting, right? Because popularly understood is that people who are young really want to work remote and that older people are more willing to come back to the office for whatever reason.

Why is there this disconnect if it is the case that young people are really missing out on this both productivity-enhancing but also, as you said, wage-enhancing and promotion-enhancing benefit of learning from senior engineers? Why aren't they clamoring to get back in the office?

Emanuel: One hypothesis is that they simply don't know, right? Maybe they are not aware of the benefits of mentorship from being in the office. Maybe they're not aware about how that mentorship and the skill building actually translates into future jobs, future earnings. So that's one possibility.

Another possibility is: Maybe they have a different value system, right? Maybe they're willing to say, Look, my job is not the top priority for me, and it's much more important for me that I am spending time with my roommates, my neighbor, my friends, my loved ones. That's a possibility.

I think another possibility, and there our paper gives a little bit of evidence, is that if you have even one colleague who is remote, that yields about 30 percent of the loss from having everyone be remote.

Demsas: Wait, so if just one person on your team goes remote, you lose all of that benefit of being in person?

Emanuel: Well, a third of it, yeah.

Demsas: A third of it. That's huge!

Emanuel: Right. It's huge, from just one person.

Demsas: Does it scale up? If it's a second person, did you find anything there?

Emanuel: We didn't actually look at that. But it is a huge impact. Really, in some ways, that's validating. It means every single person really matters.

But if it's the case that when they come into the office, not everybody is there, and so they're still doing some remote Teams meetings or Webex or whatever it is while in the office, then it's possible that they're not actually getting the whole benefit of being in the office. And so, perfectly rationally, they're saying, Maybe it's not so much. Maybe I'm not getting all of this mentorship.

And so there you go: three hypotheses.

Demsas: I am partial to the last two things you said. I don't really buy hypotheses, usually, where someone's just being dumb and they're doing something that's bad for them. I usually buy that they either are prioritizing something else--like, not everyone wants to be a productivity-maximizing machine. They may want to just not have a commute. They may want to live near their family. Whatever it is.

And I think also this last thing that you said is really important, too. Because The Atlantic offices are open, but there's a lot of hybrid work, and so you're coming in on a day where there might be 10 people on your team, and then coming in on a day where you're like, Wow, I'm the only person on my team here. And those are very different days, and they are very different things you might get out of that. So that hits stronger for me.

Emanuel: One of the things that's pretty interesting is that we find even when you're in a building with colleagues who are not on your team, we still find a bump in the mentorship and the feedback that one gets. And it's not from your teammates, then, of course. It's from the non-teammates. But there still is an element of enhanced mentorship, feedback, collaboration simply by being around people.

Demsas: We're going to take a quick break, but more with Natalia Emanuel when we get back.

[Break]

Demsas: I think that probably the most interesting angle in your piece is the angle on gender. Can you tell us a little about this? What is different about how women in this firm receive feedback on their code?

Emanuel: Yeah, so before the pandemic, we find that female engineers are receiving about 40 percent more comments on their code than our male engineers, giving us an effect that's roughly twice the size as it is for male engineers, overall. And so we're finding that this mentorship is particularly important for female engineers. And to unpack where that's coming from, we find that the female engineers are much more likely to ask questions when they are in person.

Demsas: So, when I first heard this, I was just like, Okay, are they getting more feedback because people are just nitpicking women's code? How did you decide whether or not this was actually actionable feedback or if it's just people being sexist?

Emanuel: Yeah, this was one of our first concerns. One of the first people we presented to said, Are we sure this isn't mansplaining? And so what we did is we took a subset of the code, of the comments, and we gave them anonymized to other engineers and said, Is this comment helpful? Is it actionable? Is it rude? And we then took their reviews back, and we found that they are equally actionable, not differentially nitpicky for female engineers. And so it does really seem as though these are substantive, meaningful comments but not simply mansplaining--and interestingly, not differentially rude, either.

Demsas: That's great to hear, actually. And, sorry, these external reviewers, they were blind to gender when they were looking at the code, right?

Emanuel: They were blind to gender. They were blind to seniority. They were blind to whether you were proximate or not proximate to your colleagues. All they saw was the comment.

Demsas: And what that raises for me, though, is this question: If women are disproportionately getting actionable feedback, is the claim that women's code is just worse than men's?

Emanuel: So we don't actually see the code itself, but we can see that we're not finding they're more problematic overall. It's not as though we're seeing, Oh, there's bigger issues brought up in the comments, or sort of, They will always break, or something like that.

Demsas: I find this interesting. And I also think it's interesting because this is not the only plane on which women are affected differently than men in your study. You have this finding that junior women are receiving a lot more code and a lot more actionable feedback, and it's benefiting them potentially down the line. But you're also finding that the people who are giving them all that feedback tend to be senior women engineers who, for themselves, as you said before, giving all that feedback takes time. That's something that hurts your productivity, so that cost seems disproportionately borne by senior women.

Emanuel: Yeah, I think you said it exactly right, that the feedback that's going to both female and male junior engineers, a lot of that is coming from female senior engineers. And so the giving of the mentorship is also coming from female engineers. And so we see a lot of exaggerated effects on both the benefit sides for females, so junior women are getting the benefits, but also senior women are paying the price.

Demsas: And so when they go remote, do senior women get more productive?

Emanuel: Mm-hmm. Yeah.

Demsas: That's really weird, right? Because I feel like the dominant frame for the pandemic and gender was mostly around this idea that women, when they were going remote, were being now doubly burdened, right? So you go home, and if you're a mother, you have to do more child care. Often, you're finding you have to share space with your male partner, in a lot of cases. And it was the sense that potentially women are now having to be doubly burdened by the responsibilities of home and the responsibilities of work. Obviously, it's not contradicted by your evidence, but were you surprised by this finding?

Emanuel: I would make one technical point and then one overall comment. The first technical point is that this is why it's really, really helpful to have a control group, right? Because in both of our groups--both the people who are working in one-building teams beforehand and the people who are in multi-building teams and therefore a little remote beforehand--both of them would be similarly burdened by the pandemic. And so we can difference out the impact of the pandemic and really just zero in on the effect that's only coming from working remotely. So that's one component there.

The other piece that I would mention is that in our sample of engineers, only 16 percent are parents, so that doesn't seem to be the main component here. And in some ways, I think that, while not helpful in terms of thinking about the impact of the pandemic, it's potentially helpful in terms of thinking about remote work long term. When we're thinking about remote work post-pandemic, we're not really thinking about Oh, but you will also be trying to supervise your fifth grader's language-arts exam.

Demsas: It's hard for me to know how generalizable these findings are. And basically every major study I see on remote work is mainly done in the context of software engineers or call-center employees. And those are just two very specific types of jobs and are not maybe similar to a lot of other jobs that are potentially work remote, whether you're working in HR or you're working in media or you're working as a lawyer or anywhere in the legal profession. It's hard for me to know how much you can take away from this and apply to other contexts. How do you think about that?

Emanuel: Yes, you are totally right that the existing literature feels as though it really focuses on sales, call center, and software engineers, partly because those are places where we have really good measures of productivity. I would love to be able to think about this for other occupations, but I do think that we have a bit of a quantification problem.

As I mentioned earlier, I think one of the things that's useful in our context is to think that software engineering is probably most amenable to remote work, and that other contexts don't have these established ways of giving each other feedback online, don't have very structured systems for how to meet. Software engineers often work on the agile system of meeting, where they have daily standup meetings that happen regardless of whether you're in person or not. They have very structured ways of exactly when they are going to be doing a sprint on exactly what type of work, and they have a lot of coordination around who's doing what when. And so for occupations that don't have either of those things--digital means of giving feedback and that meeting structure--you can imagine remote work is likely to work less well for them.

Demsas: That feels like something that a lot of different industries could innovate on, right? One of the things that I've heard pointed out is how many more patents there are now on remote-work technologies. Not even just those technologies that help make it possible for a lot more firms to work at home, but also just the cultural technology: the fact that you can just ping someone on Slack, the fact that you can just huddle quickly--clearly, I use Slack way too much--or you can figure out a way to have a standup with your manager. In a media environment, you usually just walk over in a newsroom, but people now have standing meetings that they will just have with their manager. So how much of that is not portable to other workplaces?

Emanuel: Oh, I totally think many of these are portable. And I do think that we're going to have some growing pains as people realize, Oh, I could just have a standing meeting, and then realizing that, Oh, but now I have a standing meeting with 15 people, and it's taking up half of my Friday. And so I do think there will be some growing pains, but that there is quite a lot to learn from other organizations that have already done remote work pretty effectively.

Demsas: And so, zooming out a bit, Adam Ozimek--he's also a labor economist, and he's also a longtime booster of remote work--he once half-jokingly said that skeptics of remote work could basically be described as either extroverts, urbanists, workers in obviously non-remote occupations, and downtown office-building owners.

And a Venn diagram of labor economists and urbanists has significant overlap, and so I wanted to ask you if you think your background as a labor economist biases you against remote work or thinking that it's positive. Do you feel that you're coming into the work feeling like it's not going to go well? Or how do you think about that?

Emanuel: Well, I'm definitely not an extrovert, so we can cross out that one. I would not say I had strong priors going into this. It was one of those topics that I was genuinely extremely excited to see whatever the results would be and could totally have spun a story that it could go in either direction.

Demsas: But, I mean, do you think that you would be surprised if long-term remote work was viable at a large scale across these firms? Even what you said at the beginning, when we started chatting, about your ability to meet Emma, your co-author, and work with her--I mean, those kinds of findings are often really strong underlying belief systems for labor economists.

Emanuel: I do think there's totally a world in which remote work really takes off and we can have massive productivity gains. I think that this comes with a lot of growing pains that we were discussing, of trying to figure out exactly how we can still make sure that we form deep connections, have a lot of mentorship.

And I think we see a lot of firms doing some incredibly creative things, whether that's quarterly offsites or teams coming in at regular intervals and trying to do sort of a round-robin of who's meeting with what. And so I do think we're in a period of experimentation while we're trying to learn how this is going to work. But yes, I would definitely say that there is a world in which this does work and that we have to figure out exactly how it's going to work.

Demsas: So, we've talked a lot about productivity here, but life isn't just about productivity. There are lots of reasons why someone may or may not want to work remote. What's your sense of the impact of remote work on individual well-being?

Emanuel: This is the question in many ways. On the one hand, maybe it allows folks to live close to their family, their community, and so there's a really wonderful gain in terms of people's well-being because they have these strong social connections. On the other hand, in many decades past, a lot of people found their friends at work, and many enduring friendships, many marriages originated in work. And so if people are not making those connections at work, there has to be some other way that they are going to be able to make those social connections that are going to sort of fulfill their needs.

Maybe that substitution is happening. I don't think we have a great idea yet. And so I think you, again, could imagine it going either way, and I am extremely excited to see research coming out that can give us insight as to which one we'll weigh more strongly.

Demsas: I'm a little bit pessimistic about it and, in part, I am because I feel like the trend of work technology has been to just eat into more and more of our leisure hours. Email gets invented, and all of a sudden you leave the office, and it doesn't mean that you've left the office. And Slack gets invented. Now you have to be instantly available; even if you're in the bathroom, you know that your boss has messaged you.

And then there was a 2021 paper that looked at GitHub activity and found that users were more likely to work on weekends and outside 9-to-6 hours when they went remote. And it feels to me that this is just another step in the machine of, Okay, remote work means now that there aren't even defined hours. And in some sense, theoretically, that could mean flexibility, but in another sense can mean your entire life is now work.

Emanuel: I think that's totally possible. I would say that there's a world in which that GitHub finding that you mentioned is actually a really good thing, right? So imagine the world in which I know exactly what my hours of output have to be. I know the product that I need to create. But I actually want to stop work at 3 p.m. so I can pick up my kids from school, hang out with them until, you know, 7:30 or 8, when they go to sleep. And then I want to put in my extra two hours that, you know, would have happened between 3 and 5 but now can happen after bedtime.

So maybe that extra flexibility is actually welfare enhancing, and the people they're studying are actually really happy about that. And so I think simply based on that statistic, it's not obvious to me whether we think of this as a good thing or a bad thing.

I do think work creeping and taking over one's entire life so that there's nothing else there and there's no time for anything else--I think that's almost certainly a bad thing. But again, I'm not sure exactly how to think about the welfare implications there.

Demsas: Before we close things out, our last question: What's an idea that you've had that was good on paper?

Emanuel: So I sew a lot. I've sewn 17 quilts, several wedding dresses, only one of which was for me. And so one idea that I think tends to look good on paper is the home sewing machine that is computerized.

Demsas: Oh. What is that?

Emanuel: It's just a sewing machine that has a screen on it and that you can say, Oh, do this embroidery pattern, and it'll output that. And, I would say, for the type of sewing that I was doing, it was 100 percent useless. It meant that it was much harder to maintain, much harder to troubleshoot. You can't do your own oiling and maintenance in the same way that you could for a mechanical sewing machine.

At one point, the sewing machine actually just decided to only run in reverse. And rather like driving in New York City in reverse, it's possible, but it's a little anxiety inducing--not the world's safest thing. So I ended up reverting back to the sewing machine that's fully mechanical, was made in 1910 by Singer sewing machine, is actually foot powered, hadn't been used in the entirety of my lifetime but with a little bit of elbow grease was totally great. So it was one of those things that, in the abstract, seemed great and, in real life, was not.

Demsas: Well, this feels like a metaphor, a productivity-enhancing machine that actually reduced your output. On that note, well, thank you so much for coming on the show, Natalia.

Emanuel: Thank you so much for having me.

[Music]

Demsas: Good on Paper is produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Dave Shaw, fact-checked by Ena Alvarado, and engineered by Erica Huang. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

And hey, if you like what you're hearing, please leave us a rating and review on Apple Podcasts. It's how people hear about the show. Or you can let a couple of friends know on your own.

My name's Jerusalem Demsas, and we'll see you next week.
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The Near Future of Deepfakes Just Got Way Clearer

India's election was ripe for a crisis of AI misinformation. It didn't happen.

by Nilesh Christopher




Before the start of India's general election in April, a top candidate looking to unseat Prime Minister Narendra Modi was not out wooing voters on the campaign trail. He was in jail. Arvind Kejriwal, the chief minister of Delhi and the head of a political party known for its anti-corruption platform, was arrested in late March for, yes, alleged corruption. His supporters hit the streets in protest, decrying the arrest as a politically motivated move by Modi aimed at weakening a rival. (Kejriwal has maintained his innocence, and the Indian government has denied that politics played a role.)

Soon after the arrest, Kejriwal implored his supporters to stay strong. "There are some forces who are trying to weaken our country and its democracy," he said in a 34-second audio clip posted to social media by a fellow party member. "We need to identify those forces and fight them." It was not Kejriwal's actual voice, but rather a convincing AI voice clone reading a message that the real Kejriwal had written from behind bars. A couple of days later, Modi's supporters mocked Kejriwal's misfortune by sharing their own AI response: a montage of images in which Kejriwal is strumming a guitar from inside a prison cell, singing a melancholic Hindi song. In classic AI fashion, there are mangled fingers and a pastiche of human faces.

Throughout this election cycle--which ended yesterday in a victory for Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party after six weeks of voting and more than 640 million ballots cast--Indians have been bombarded with synthetic media. The country has endured voice clones, convincing fake videos of dead politicians endorsing candidates, automated phone calls addressing voters by name, and AI-generated songs and memes lionizing candidates and ridiculing opponents. But for all the concern over how generative AI and deepfakes are a looming "atomic bomb" that will warp reality and alter voter preferences, India foreshadows a different, stranger future.

Before this election, India was rightly concerned about deepfakes. As cheap, accessible AI tools such as voice cloning have made it possible for almost anyone to create a political spoof, the country has already witnessed AI scandals. In the lead-up to four state elections at the end of last year, the fact-checking publication Boom Live clocked roughly 10 election-related audio deepfakes, according to the deputy editor Karen Rebelo. If a dozen audio fakes emerged during just a few state elections, Rebelo thought, the national election would see unprecedented volumes. "It was truly terrifying," she told me. "I thought, We're going to see one a day or one an hour."

And indeed deepfakes, and especially audio clones, surfaced throughout the 2024 election cycle--including ones involving false election-result predictions, simulated phone conversations, and fake celebrity criticisms. In the first week of voting, deepfaked clips went viral of the Bollywood stars Aamir Khan and Ranveer Singh criticizing Modi--a big deal considering that India's film stars don't often chime in on politics. But the dire fears of Rebelo and others haven't materialized. Of the 258 election-related fact-checks that Boom Live did, just 12 involved AI-generated misinformation. Others counted more than 12 AI fakes. Digvijay Singh, a co-founder of Contrails.ai, a deepfake-detection firm in India, told me that he helped fact-checkers investigate and debunk a little over 30 pieces of AI-generated media in April and May.

You might need only one truly believable deepfake to stir up violence or defame a political rival, but ostensibly, none of the ones in India has seemed to have had that effect. The closest India got was when footage of India's home minister, Amit Shah, falsely claiming to abolish affirmative action for lower castes prompted arrests and threats of violence. Some outlets misreported the clip as a deepfake, but it had just been edited. In part, deepfakes haven't panned out because of the technology itself: The videos and images were not that high-quality, and audio clips, although they sometimes crossed the uncanny valley, were run through detection tools from companies such as Contrails.ai. Though not perfect, they can spot signs of manipulation. "These were easy to debunk, because we had the tools," Rebelo said. "I could test it immediately."



The main purpose of AI in Indian politics has not been to create deepfakes as they have conventionally been understood: an AI spoof of a candidate saying or doing something damaging, with ambiguity around whether it's real or fake. Days before Slovakia's election last fall, for example, a fake clip emerged of a major candidate talking about rigging the vote. Instead, in India, politicians and campaigns have co-opted AI to get out their messages. Consider maybe the weirdest use of AI during the election: The team of one candidate on the ballot for the Congress Party, India's national opposition, used AI to resurrect his deceased politician father in a campaign video. In the clip, H Vasanthakumar, a member of Parliament until he passed away in 2020, endorses his son as his "rightful heir." The hyper-real video, in which the late Vasanthakumar is dressed in a white shirt and a tricolored scarf,  garnered more than 300,000 views on Instagram, and more on WhatsApp.



At the same time, official social-media accounts of political parties have shared dozens of AI-augmented posts in jest, to troll, or as satire. Despite name-checking deepfakes as a "crisis" prior to the start of the election, Modi retweeted an obviously AI-created video of himself dancing to a Bollywood tune. Another meme grafted Modi's face and voice over an artist's in a music video titled "Thief," intended to criticize his close ties to billionaires. Whether these memes are believable is sometimes beside the point. Deception is not the primary goal--Indian voters can easily tell that Modi is not actually singing in a music video. It's to drive home a message on social media.



Synthetic media has especially come into play with personalized AI robocalls. There are clear pitfalls: The United States made using AI-generated voices for unsolicited calls illegal after New Hampshire residents received ones in the voice of President Joe Biden, urging them to skip voting in the primaries. But in India, AI robocalls are now a $60 million industry, and so far are used most widely by actual politicians. For a national leader such as Modi, whose main language is Hindi but who presides over a country with 22 official languages and hundreds of dialects, AI-generated calls enabled him to endorse candidates in Telugu, a South Indian language he doesn't speak. Local leaders also used AI to deliver personalized campaign calls in regional dialects to their respective constituents, addressing voters by name. More than 50 million AI-generated calls are estimated to have been made in the two months leading up to the Indian election in April--and millions more were made in May, my reporting revealed.



Although deepfakes have not been as destructive in India as many had feared, the use of generative AI to make people laugh, create emotional appeals to voters, and persuade people with hyper-personalized messages contributes to what academics call the risk of gradual accumulation of small problems, which erodes trust. Politicians who embrace generative AI, even with good intentions, may be flirting with danger. Feigning a personal connection with voters through AI could act as the stepping stone toward the real risk of targeted manipulation of the public. If personalized voice clones become normal, more troubling uses of the technology may no longer seem out of bounds. Similarly, a barrage of mostly innocuous AI content could still damage trust in democratic institutions and political structures by fuzzing the line between what's real and what's not. India has witnessed many cases of politicians falsely trying to spin damaging clips as deepfakes--a much more believable argument when politicians are already sharing their own AI messages.



As the U.S. and other countries head to the polls this year and reckon with the political consequences of AI, they may see something similar to what played out in India. The Democratic National Committee, for example, mocked a clip of Lara Trump singing by creating an AI-generated diss track. Deepfakes might still be a problem going forward as the technology progresses. "The question is whether the volume and effectiveness of the malicious and deceptive usages within this spectrum of human and political expression will grow," Sam Gregory, the executive director of the human-rights nonprofit Witness, told me. "All the trend lines for synthetic-media production point in that direction."



For now, there are still bigger misinformation concerns than deepfakes. On May 15, Rebelo's team at Boom Live fact-checked a video going around on social media that showed a major rival to Modi, Rahul Gandhi, predicting that the prime minister would win another term. Testing the audio clip on Contrails.ai showed that there had been no manipulation using AI. It was still fake: Someone had taken a video of Gandhi claiming that Modi would not stay in office and heavily altered it with jump cuts. Even in the era of AI, "just age-old edits might still be the most impactful attack," Contrails.ai's Singh told me.
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Why Extreme Syphilis Symptoms Are Showing Up Now

After years of resurgence in the U.S., the disease is getting weird.

by Rachel E. Gross






For some, the world suddenly goes blurry. Others describe it as having a dust storm in your eyes, or being shaken up in a snow globe. People might see flashing lights or black spots drifting through their field of vision, or acquire a sudden sensitivity to light, worse than walking into the sunlight after having your eyes dilated. If patients aren't treated, some will inevitably go blind.



Many medical providers never suspect the culprit: syphilis. Usually, a syphilis infection shows up first as a firm, painless sore on the genitals or inside the mouth or anus, then as a rash, often on the hands and feet. If the infection is caught in either of these two stages, the cure is a shot of penicillin, which kills the bacteria. Left untreated, syphilis can enter another, more dangerous phase, attacking the heart, bones, brain, or nerves years or even decades later. Only about 1 to 5 percent of syphilis cases are thought to involve the eyes.



But now, eye symptoms are showing up seemingly all by themselves. Last year, doctors reported 17 new cases of eye syphilis to the Chicago Department of Public Health, mostly in people assigned male at birth with no other signs of the disease. In southwest Michigan, in 2022, five women showed up at clinics with ocular syphilis that was traced back to the same male partner. Experts are disturbed by what these cases might portend: that syphilis has been allowed to spread so widely, and for so long, that what used to be considered a fringe event might not be so rare anymore.



Because eye-syphilis symptoms can be the only noticeable sign of the disease, by the time people do get correctly diagnosed, their vision might be permanently damaged. Peter Leone, an infectious-disease physician at the University of North Carolina School of Medicine, is haunted by a patient who came into his hospital in 2015. The 33-year-old man had been experiencing blurred vision, light sensitivity, and ringing in his ears for weeks, but was misdiagnosed with a sinus issue at the emergency room and sent home with antibiotics. By the time Leone saw him two weeks later, the man could barely count the fingers on a hand held directly in front of his face. Leone immediately began treating him for syphilis, but he never regained his vision.



"Obviously it's disturbing," Leone told me. Eye syphilis "was a rare event before, and there seems to be a resurgence." He was so troubled by the patient he saw in 2015 that he reached out to colleagues to document other cases of eye syphilis around the country, warning that they could represent "a true epidemic." Scattered reports of rising ocular syphilis have also occurred in France, Canada, and other countries.



The simplest explanation for the jump in eye-related cases could just be that syphilis of any sort has been on the rise in the U.S. for decades, says Amy Nham, an officer with the Epidemic Intelligence Service at the CDC who investigated the Chicago cases. Sexually transmitted infections of all kinds are increasing worldwide, thanks to a long-standing lack of access to testing and treatment, increasing drug use, and falling condom use.



In the U.S., syphilis is gaining ground with particular speed. More than 200,000 Americans were infected with syphilis in 2022, which experts believe is likely an underestimation due to lack of screening during the coronavirus pandemic. That's almost 80 percent more cases than in 2018, and the highest number of documented cases since 1950. Experts aren't quite sure why. The disease has always been a wily foe, combining the sneakiest qualities of several other STIs: chlamydia's immune-evading powers, herpes's ability to lie dormant for years, and gonorrhea's trick of traveling through the bloodstream to faraway organs. Christina Marra, a neurosyphilis expert at the University of Washington Medical School, told me that syphilis also seems to be highly stigmatized even compared with other STIs like HIV, which could lead patients to avoid screening. In studies, Marra spoke with hundreds of men who had both HIV and syphilis. "They tell their mom about their HIV but they don't tell their mom about their syphilis," she said.



The idea that as infections continue to increase, so do the number of rare or extreme cases, including stand-alone eye syphilis, is the most accepted explanation among scientists. But several experts are concerned that a different, unique situation is unfolding. Some of the recent eye-syphilis cases might suggest a new eye-loving strain of the disease. That would explain the fact that all the cases in the Michigan cluster occurred at roughly the same time within a small geographic area, and stemmed from a single partner. "That is very strong epidemiological evidence that there was something unique about the syphilis strain in this case," William Nettleton, a family-medicine doctor and public-health researcher at Western Michigan University who documented the cluster, told me.



But in Chicago, the infections were documented over eight months, and occurred in hospitals all across the city. And past investigations have not supported the hypothesis of eye-loving strains, although they have found evidence for strains that are more likely to cause neurological symptoms. (Genetic sequencing is not part of standard clinical protocol, so no one attempted to sequence the strain types in the Chicago cases. A larger CDC study to identify any strains that may be associated with the eyes is ongoing.) Where symptoms show up in the body might be also influenced by a person's individual immune system and risk factors, Leone said.



Nham and other experts are less concerned with any possible new syphilis strains, and more worried about the fact that the disease is rising in new populations. In the past, men who have sex with men, transgender women, and people with HIV were at highest risk. But syphilis is now rising in women and heterosexual men without HIV as well. Most of the cases in Chicago were among heterosexual people assigned male at birth without HIV. The Michigan cluster consisted of five HIV-negative women and one HIV-negative man. The man who went blind in North Carolina was heterosexual and HIV-negative. Of particular concern is the sharp rise in pregnant women, who can pass syphilis through the placenta, resulting in stillborn babies or ones who grow up with blindness, deafness, or bone damage.



Today's apparent increase in neurological and ocular symptoms is a throwback to a time before penicillin, when about one-third of syphilis sufferers experienced neurological symptoms. In the 16th-century epic poem from which syphilis gets its name, the poet describes an unfortunate youth who, "his eyes, so beautiful, the clear mirrors of the day are devoured by a fearsome ulcer!" The Dutch painter Gerard de Lairesse and the Portuguese writer Camilo Castelo Branco are believed to have lost their vision from syphilis. Even Friedrich Nietzsche might have gone near-blind from the disease.



These unusual manifestations of syphilis are so antiquated that many doctors working today weren't trained to recognize them in medical school. In fact, "there's an entire generation of clinicians, including myself, who never saw syphilis in medical training because, in 1999 and 2000 when I was training, there was almost no syphilis in the U.S.," says Ina Park, a sexual-health researcher at UC San Francisco and the author of the book Strange Bedfellows: Adventures in the Science, History, and Surprising Secrets of STDs.



But even if doctors were better trained to spot unusual symptoms, the communities most at risk--many of which lack access to testing centers, education, and treatment--might not benefit from that knowledge. The man who came to Leone in 2015 delayed going to the ER in the first place because he had no health insurance. If he had been able to see Leone two weeks earlier, he would likely still have his sight. During the pandemic, many STI clinics closed or switched over to virtual care; last year, Congress proposed a $400 million cut from the national STI-intervention workforce. And in the past year, doctors have faced an acute national shortage of Bicillin L-A, an injectable form of penicillin that is the most effective antibiotic for treating syphilis and the only one recommended for pregnant women.



To the uninitiated, a sudden outbreak of eye syphilis sounds like the plot of a horror movie. But to Leone, the cases in Chicago felt like deja vu. "I'm going to be really honest, it didn't surprise me at all," he told me. We've known the cure for syphilis since 1943. The true horror is that the U.S. has allowed this ancient scourge to gain a foothold once again.
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The Ghost of Johnnie Taylor Reflects

A poem for Wednesday

by Chaun Ballard




At night she would toss rocks at my window
 
              that disturbed the dust   & left scars  
 
 like the nails of one's hands. & I would leave  
 
              my room to unhinge the latch
 
 leading to that which I swore       not to welcome.  
 
              In any event       the act of opening
 
 one's door to another's hunger     implies
 
              the absence of light.
 
 Sometimes          the call of one's howl is the only  
 
              distinction between predator        & prey.
 
 & I have watched the gallop of a sheltered hound  
 
              lose himself        across the intersection  
 
 of the busiest street         summoned by that  
 
              which was not love.
 
 In truth             a warm body is the source
 
              of every song's demand. Regardless
 
 of how the bedsprings cry out. Or who or what
 
              enters                 the floral sheets.
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NASA Finally Has an Alternative to SpaceX

After years of complications, Boeing has launched astronauts to space for the first time.

by Marina Koren




A Boeing spacecraft launched from the coast of Florida into orbit this morning, taking off in the kind of picture-perfect weather that every rocket hopes for in Cape Canaveral. Two veteran NASA astronauts are now on their way to the International Space Station. This particular commute to the space station is a major moment in American space travel. Barry Wilmore, the mission commander, and Sunita Williams, the pilot, are test-driving the new vehicle, known as Starliner. It's the first time Boeing has launched astronauts into space, and the first time a woman has flown a trial of a new orbital spacecraft.

Every astronaut vehicle that has blasted off from U.S. soil since the beginning of the Space Age has experienced a nail-biting maiden voyage. It is a relief every time a crew safely reaches orbit, especially on a test flight. But the initial success of this mission is particularly comforting because the astronauts are flying on Boeing's creation, whose debut was delayed by a series of issues. On this first crewed launch, Boeing has proved that it is not a disaster. But its triumph will lead only to more nail-biters. To show that it is reliable, Starliner will have to bring the astronauts home a little over a week from now, and then repeat the whole endeavor.

The troubles of Boeing, the airplane manufacturer, have not reflected kindly on Boeing, the builder of spacecraft. Over the past couple of months, NASA has fielded questions from reporters about whether the mountain of safety issues at the company's airline division has spilled over into the space department. Bill Nelson, the NASA administrator, has told reporters that Boeing CEO Dave Calhoun has previously assured him about the quality of the leadership at Boeing's space division. (At the end of this year, Calhoun will become the second Boeing chief to step down in five years because of the turmoil.)

Boeing has a long history as a space contractor--it worked on Apollo rockets, the space station, and many projects in between. It's also the primary contractor for NASA's newest rocket, the Space Launch System, which is scheduled to launch astronauts toward the moon later this decade. With Starliner, Boeing is attempting to prove that it can deliver the nation's astronauts to the space station and back by itself--and keep up with SpaceX, which has been doing the job since 2020. The effort has had its own share of technical problems and oversights, including in the past few weeks.

When NASA retired its fleet of space shuttles, in 2011, the space agency turned to the private sector for transporting people to and from the International Space Station, and soon after gave Boeing and SpaceX billion-dollar contracts to develop their own crewed systems. When the companies weren't carrying government workers, they could sell seats to private citizens, a service that SpaceX has completed several times. SpaceX beat Boeing to the launchpad for an uncrewed test flight of its Dragon capsule, in 2019, which was mostly smooth from start to finish. But when Boeing followed later that year, the attempt had to be cut short. Starliner's flight software malfunctioned soon after launch, and on the way down, engineers found and quickly patched a software glitch that would have resulted in complete failure of the mission--and, if any astronauts had been on board, the loss of lives.

After spending a year and a half wringing out software bugs, Boeing prepared in 2021 for a second attempt, only to discover more than a dozen corroded valves on the spacecraft as it sat waiting on top of the rocket. In 2022, Starliner finally made it to the International Space Station and back, but before Boeing could attempt a crewed flight, it had to address newly found problems with Starliner's parachute system, as well as tape within the spacecraft that testing revealed to be flammable. Boeing finally felt ready enough to bring astronauts on board early last month, but the launch attempt was canceled hours before liftoff because of a faulty valve on the rocket. (The rocket, from the manufacturer United Launch Alliance, is used frequently, but it had never flown astronauts before today.) Over the next several weeks, engineers encountered more problems with Starliner itself, but by Saturday, NASA and Boeing felt ready to try again. "All is going well," Mark Nappi, the manager of Boeing's commercial-spaceflight program, said at a prelaunch press conference last week. But Starliner was grounded once again: an issue with a launchpad computer this time, one that turned up less than four minutes before the scheduled liftoff, when the astronauts and everyone watching likely believed that they were finally going.

Like the officials, the astronauts now flying on Starliner have stressed that the crewed mission may experience some problems. "Flying and operating in space is hard. It's really hard, and we're going to find some stuff," Wilmore told reporters in March. Officials said the same about SpaceX's first few crewed Dragon missions, but SpaceX's launches weren't preceded by quite so much bad press or quite so many glitches.

Wilmore and Williams are scheduled to arrive at the space station tomorrow. Along the way, the astronauts will briefly take control of the Boeing craft and see how it handles. Then Starliner must dock with the space station and later endure a fiery reentry through Earth's atmosphere to touch down in the western United States, ideally at the primary landing site in the New Mexico desert. Starliner must pass each of these tests before NASA certifies the vehicle for regular flights, with more than two astronauts at a time, to the space station.

SpaceX underwent the same process in 2020 with its own inaugural crewed flight. By now NASA astronauts have flown on SpaceX often enough that it's hardly a blip on space watchers' radar. But the first few crewed flights on Dragon were all nerve-racking. The same will be true for Boeing's Starliner. Boeing, in other words, is about to be tested publicly again and again. The writer Jerry Useem recently observed in The Atlantic that Boeing's decisions in commercial air travel have in recent years turned "the company that created the Jet Age into something akin to a glorified gluer-together of precast model-airplane kits." Another truncated space mission would certainly ding Boeing, and a major failure could turn a company that helped define the Space Age into an emblem of constant calamity.
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        What Trump's Total GOP Control Means Next
        Ronald Brownstein

        The sweeping attacks from Republican elected officials against former President Donald Trump's conviction on 34 felony counts last week send a clear signal that if he wins a second term, he will face even less internal resistance from the GOP than he did during his first four years in the White House.Republican pushback was rare enough in his first term, against even Trump's most extreme ideas and actions, but it did exist in pockets of Congress and among appointees inside his own administration ...

      

      
        The Two-Time Trump Voters Who Have Had Enough
        Sarah Longwell

        The day after former President Donald Trump was convicted of 34 felonies, I sat down for a focus group with nine voters from across the country who voted for him twice and don't want to vote for him again. They are not, however, all committed to voting for President Joe Biden instead.[Quinta Jurecic: Trump, defeated]These are the "double haters": the chunk of voters who are dissatisfied with both candidates, and are trying to decide which one is less bad. Although many of them are "out" on Trump,...

      

      
        The Most Consequential TV Show in History
        McKay Coppins

        In a CNN interview shortly after launching his presidential campaign in 2015, Donald Trump told a skeptical Jake Tapper that he was "in it to win it" and boasted, "I'm giving up hundreds of millions of dollars to do this. I'm giving up a prime-time television show." In fact, according to a new book, Trump wasn't quite as confident as he claimed. For at least six months after he entered the race, he insisted on keeping the set for The Apprentice intact on the 14th floor of Trump Tower--if the whole...

      

      
        Trump Will Never Rule Out a Bad Option
        David A. Graham

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump never wants to take any option off the table, no matter how weird, unsettling, or foolish it might be. Throughout his career, when journalists have asked the former president a hypothetical question about any topic, he never rejects the premise--his answer is pretty much always maybe or yes.Reporters love an interview that makes news--one that brings fresh facts to the public. If a reporter gets a ...

      

      
        Trump's Most Audacious Lie Yet
        David A. Graham

        When someone lies as prodigiously as Donald Trump--The Washington Post stopped counting at more than 30,000, around the time he left office--handing out superlatives is challenging. Even so, the former president might have told his most audacious lie yet this weekend.Trump sat for a conversation with Fox & Friends Weekend that aired yesterday. This isn't a venue where Trump would expect to get tough questions, and a co-host, Will Cain, made a relatively straightforward point. "You famously said, re...

      

      
        What Europe Fears
        McKay Coppins

        In early April, a crowd of diplomats and dignitaries gathered in the Flemish countryside to toast the most powerful military alliance in the history of the world, and convince themselves it wasn't about to collapse.They arrived in a convoy of town cars that snaked down a private driveway and deposited them outside Truman Hall, a white-brick house set on 27 acres of gardens and hazelnut groves. Originally built by a Belgian chocolatier, the estate was sold to the American government at a discount--...

      

      
        The Dalai Lama Is Landing in the Middle of the 2024 Election
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        In early September of 2020, Joe Biden, then the Democratic nominee for president, promised to put values--values held in contempt, he argued, by the man he would go on to defeat--at the center of American foreign policy. To act on his promise, he said, he would do something Donald Trump had neglected to do. "I'll meet with His Holiness the Dalai Lama," Biden said.For American presidents, meeting the 14th Dalai Lama can bring tension and discord, because Communist Party leaders in Beijing consider T...

      

      
        Trump's Plan to Supercharge Inflation
        Ronald Brownstein

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Among prominent economists, no one was more explicit than former Treasury Secretary Larry Summers in warning that President Joe Biden and the Federal Reserve Board risked igniting inflation by overstimulating the economy in 2021. Soaring prices over the next few years proved Summers correct.Now Summers sees the risk of another price shock in the economic plans of former President Donald Trump. "There has never been a pres...

      

      
        How Biden Can Win the Debate
        Brian Goldsmith

        Until Thursday's verdict in Donald Trump's hush-money trial, whose effect on the presidential campaign remains to be seen, virtually nothing had changed in the race for months: Poll after poll has shown President Joe Biden behind--down slightly in the "blue wall" states of the industrial Midwest, and more substantially in the Sun Belt. His approval rating has been stuck not at just under 50 percent--the historic marker of whether incumbents get reelected--but at about 40 percent, occasionally even l...

      

      
        If Trump Is Guilty, Does It Matter If the Prosecution Was Political?
        David A. Graham

        Republican leaders are adamant and practically unanimous on one thing: The case that got Donald Trump convicted on 34 felony counts was a political prosecution."This was a purely political exercise, not a legal one," said Speaker of the House Mike Johnson. "This entire trial has been a sham, and it is nothing more than political persecution," charged Senator Ted Cruz. "This is a politically motivated sham trial," said Governor Sarah Huckabee Sanders.They have a point, but it's not the condemnatio...

      

      
        Trump's Post-verdict Outburst
        John Hendrickson

        Donald Trump, former president and newly convicted felon, went on a vocal rampage this morning at a press conference inside his namesake Manhattan skyscraper. Trump is livid after having been found guilty yesterday on all 34 counts related to hush-money payments and connected cover-ups dating back to his 2016 campaign. His wild, unrestrained remarks today offered a rhetorical hint at the extremism to come in the remaining five months of this year's presidential election, for which he is once agai...

      

      
        How 2024 Could Transform American Elections
        Russell Berman

        The nation's tiniest state legislative chamber has been unusually prolific lately. In its most recent session, Alaska's Senate overcame years of acrimony and deadlock to pass major bills to increase spending on public schools, combat climate change and a state energy shortage, and strengthen penalties for drug dealers. "The universal feeling," Cathy Giessel, the senate's majority leader, told me, "was that this was the most productive two years that we have experienced."Giessel, a Republican who ...

      

      
        Wrong Case, Right Verdict
        David Frum

        The wrong case for the wrong offense just reached the right verdict.Donald Trump will not be held accountable before the 2024 presidential election for his violent attempt to overturn the previous election. He will not be held accountable before the election for absconding with classified government documents and showing them off at his pay-for-access vacation club. He will not be held accountable before the election for his elaborate conspiracy to manipulate state governments to install fake ele...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        Trump's Stop-and-Frisk Agenda
        Ronald Brownstein

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.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.Trum...
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What Trump's Total GOP Control Means Next

Republicans' denunciations of a "rigged" trial have ushered in a dangerous new era of absolute loyalty to the leader.

by Ronald Brownstein




The sweeping attacks from Republican elected officials against former President Donald Trump's conviction on 34 felony counts last week send a clear signal that if he wins a second term, he will face even less internal resistance from the GOP than he did during his first four years in the White House.

Republican pushback was rare enough in his first term, against even Trump's most extreme ideas and actions, but it did exist in pockets of Congress and among appointees inside his own administration with roots in the party's prior traditions. The willingness now of so many House and Senate Republicans, across the GOP's ideological spectrum, to unreservedly echo Trump's denunciation of his conviction shows that the flickers of independence that flashed during his first term have been virtually extinguished as he approaches a possible second term.

The strong message of the near-universal Republican condemnation of the verdict is that "Donald Trump owns the Republican Party," the political scientist Susan Stokes, who directs the Chicago Center on Democracy at the University of Chicago, told me. "That means he can pretty much force the rest of the party leadership, if they see their future in the party, to toe the line, no matter what."

GOP elected officials are aligning obediently behind Trump even as numerous signs suggest that the Supreme Court's Republican-appointed majority, and other GOP-appointed judges in the federal courts, may be more willing than in his first term to openly defend and enable his actions. And all of these indications of Trump's tightening grip over Republicans in the electoral and legal arenas follow his description of a second-term agenda that pushes more aggressively against the limits of law and custom on presidential power.

That combination points to a possible second Trump term defined by both fewer constraints and more challenges to the traditional constitutional order. "What should most alarm Americans who believe that somehow 'the system will hold' is that for all the red hats and red ties Republican electeds don to appease their leader, they seem to have no red lines," Deana El-Mallawany, a senior counsel for the bipartisan group Protect Democracy, told me in an email. "Which suggests that the most radical things Trump has hinted at--being a dictator (for a day), tearing up the constitution--which seem unthinkable today could just as easily come to pass in the very near future."

David A. Graham: Guilty on all counts

Trump's most loyal defenders have vied to denounce the New York verdict most extravagantly. Senator Marco Rubio of Florida took an early lead by equating it to a "show trial" in "communist countries." But Rubio has had plenty of competition: Senator Ted Cruz of Texas likened the trial to proceedings in "banana republics." Senator Mike Lee of Utah has gotten about a dozen other GOP senators to sign a letter pledging to use procedural tools to snarl all action in the chamber to protest the verdict. House Speaker Mike Johnson has similarly promised to use "everything in our arsenal" against the decision; Representative Jim Jordan, the chair of the House Judiciary Committee, who has already launched investigations against all of the prosecutors who have indicted Trump, has demanded that New York prosecutors appear at a hearing on the case next week. Other Trump allies have insisted that state and local Republican attorneys general and district attorneys manufacture indictments against Democratic politicians in retaliation.

Strikingly, several of the Republicans denouncing the decision have argued that not only were Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg and Judge Juan Merchan biased against Trump, but the Manhattan jury of ordinary citizens was as well. "The partisan slant of this jury pool shows why we ought to litigate politics at the ballot box and not in the courtroom," Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, one of Trump's most unconditional defenders, insisted in his statement immediately after the verdict.

Juries "have been sacrosanct in our democracy," and the fact that so many prominent Republicans "are just prepared to treat them as Democratic operatives rather than members of a community that have judged Trump guilty of 34 felonies," Fred Wertheimer, the founder and president of Democracy 21, a government-ethics watchdog group, told me, "tells us even more than what Trump himself has told us about what will happen in a Trump presidency. These elected officials are wide open to accepting an autocracy."

The breadth of the Republican rejection of the verdict has been as emphatic as its depth. The criticism has come not only from reflexive Trump defenders such as Vance and Rubio, but from others who had previously kept somewhat more distance from the former president. They include several congressional Republicans, such as Mike Lawler and Marc Molinaro, who represent House districts carried by President Joe Biden, as well as Senator Susan Collins of Maine, who voted to convict Trump after his impeachment over the January 6 riot.

When former Maryland Governor Larry Hogan, now the GOP's Senate nominee in the state, declared last week that Americans should respect the results of the legal process, Trump's daughter-in-law Lara Trump, newly installed as the co-chair of the Republican National Committee, and the Trump campaign strategist Chris LaCivita both immediately portrayed Hogan as an apostate who should be shunned. Hogan "doesn't deserve the respect of anyone in the Republican Party at this point, and quite frankly, anybody in America," Lara Trump declared on CNN on Sunday.

To former Republican Representative Charlie Dent, now the executive director and vice president of the congressional program at the Aspen Institute, such attacks on Hogan--and the paucity of Republicans defending him--are the most ominous aspects of the party backlash. Hogan, Dent points out, is seeking a Senate seat in a strongly Democratic-leaning state where an undeniable political imperative to establish his independence from Trump applies. That GOP leaders are willing to assail Hogan for creating any distance from Trump even in such a race, Dent told me, shows that personal fealty has eclipsed all other party priorities--including winning elections and majorities.

"What Lara Trump is essentially saying is it's really only about her father-in-law," he told me. "It's about pledging a loyalty oath to one man regardless of the electoral outcome."

Dent views the GOP response to the verdict as an early warning that the pressure for lockstep congressional loyalty will be even more intense in a second Trump term than his first. "Whatever the issue is, if they are in the majority, he is going to expect all of them just to carry his water, no matter how dirty it is," said Dent, who also serves as a senior adviser to Our Republican Legacy, a group recently launched by several former GOP senators critical of Trump. "The truth is, if there is a Republican [House] majority after this election, it will be a very slim one. So he won't permit any deviation on virtually anything."

Leslie Dach, a senior adviser to the liberal-leaning Congressional Integrity Project, points out that virtually all of the congressional Republicans who resisted Trump during his first term--including Liz Cheney and Mitt Romney--either have left or are leaving Congress. Though much less outspoken, Senator Mitch McConnell and former Speaker Paul Ryan, who led the Republican congressional majorities when Trump was first elected in 2017, were also cool to him in their own ways. With Johnson established as speaker and McConnell stepping down as Senate minority leader, both the congressional GOP's rank and file and its leadership are certain to be more deferential to a reelected Trump. "There's an arms race among these Republicans to be the leader of the Trump pack," Dach told me.

The prospect that the GOP Congress would be more subservient to Trump in a second term could be especially consequential because he is proposing so many policies that will push against legal and political boundaries. Trump has pledged to use the Justice Department to pursue "retribution" against his political opponents and has not ruled out firing U.S. attorneys who refuse his orders to pursue specific prosecutions; repeatedly promised a mass deportation effort against undocumented migrants that could involve deploying the National Guard from red states to blue cities; threatened to deploy the National Guard in Democratic-run cities to fight crime, even over the objections of state and municipal officials; promised unilateral military action inside Mexico against drug cartels, with or without permission from its government; repeatedly suggested he would restore his policy of separating migrant children from their parents at the border; and indicated that he will step back from America's traditional alliances, by distancing the U.S. from NATO as well as by pressuring Ukraine to quickly accept a settlement with Russia. He has even dangled the possibility of seeking a third presidential term, which the Constitution explicitly prohibits.

Juliette Kayyem: Trump stumped

After the GOP's latest demonstration of loyalty to Trump, what, if anything, on that list might generate meaningful resistance from congressional Republicans is unclear, especially if they control both legislative chambers after November's election, which is a real possibility if Trump wins. Dent told me that pressuring Ukraine into an early settlement, which would almost certainly involve leaving Russia in control of large swaths of the country, might spur resistance from many congressional Republicans. Some, he predicts, might also resist if a reelected Trump pursued his promise to again seek a repeal of the Affordable Care Act. But mostly, Dent said, "the more pragmatic members in those marginal districts will be seen as the heretics if they don't toe the line. They will not be permitted the luxury of dissent. All these members are going to be under terrible pressure to vote for every bad idea Trump has."

Trump's success at rallying congressional Republicans behind his claim that his trial was "rigged" already suggests that large numbers of them may support him if he loses in November but claims that this year's election, too, was stolen from him. Several senior Republicans have pointedly refused to commit to accepting the result, and Johnson--who led an effort to enlist congressional Republicans in backing a lawsuit to overturn the 2020 election--has joined Trump in amplifying groundless claims that large numbers of noncitizens could taint the November result.

In 2022, the House and Senate approved, and Biden signed, revisions to the 19th-century Electoral Count Act that make it more difficult for Congress to object to the certification of the presidential election. That followed the effort of nearly two-thirds of House Republicans to throw out the 2020 election results from several swing states that voted for Biden. Among other things, the new law requires more House members to sign on to a challenge to a state certification before it can be considered, while also requiring a majority in both legislative chambers to approve any challenge.

But even these safeguards leave open a straightforward path for Trump's congressional allies. In the entirely plausible scenario that Republicans win both chambers in November, while Trump loses to Biden, the GOP could still reject the election results by a simple majority vote in both the House and Senate. "At some point, the rule of law depends on key institutional actors being willing to follow it," Jessica Marsden, who oversees Protect Democracy's work on elections, told me, and the reaction to the Trump verdict shows "a real willingness among the current Republican Party to throw the rule of law under the bus."

Any challenge from Trump or his allies to this year's election results will provide another test for the federal courts. Along with the Supreme Court, lower courts sweepingly rejected the attempts by Trump and his associates to overturn the 2020 election results. That followed a Trump first term in which the Supreme Court often sided with Trump but at times rebuffed him (for instance, by ruling on procedural grounds against his attempt to require a citizenship question on the census).

But almost all of those Supreme Court decisions were rendered while Republican appointees held a narrower, 5-4 majority. The GOP-appointed majority expanded to 6-3 when Amy Coney Barrett succeeded the late Ruth Bader Ginsburg just before the 2020 election, and court watchers point to signs that this bigger Republican majority may be more inclined to rule in Trump's favor.

Most telling has been the Court's slow timeline for deciding on Trump's claim of absolute presidential immunity, which has virtually eliminated the possibility that he will face a trial before the next election on the charge that he attempted to subvert the last one. And when the matter is finally decided, a ruling even partially upholding Trump's claim could embolden him to stretch the bounds of executive authority in a second term.

Compounding concerns about the Court's slow pace in the immunity case have been the allegations of bias on the issue swirling around Justices Samuel Alito and Clarence Thomas, as well as Chief Justice John Roberts's categorical dismissal of demands for the justices to recuse themselves from the proceedings. All of this has occurred as Aileen Cannon, a Trump appointee, has stalled the Justice Department's classified-documents case against Trump.

"The conventional wisdom after 2020 was the courts held, and that's true," Stokes, at the Chicago Center on Democracy, told me. "On the other hand, as with Judge Cannon in Florida, we are seeing the effect of the Trump federal-court appointees kicking in, and with the Supreme Court participating in the slow-walking [of the immunity case], I don't think we can count on the courts in the same way."

Stokes said that efforts by autocratic leaders to diminish the power of the nation's highest court are typical in countries experiencing an erosion of democracy. The U.S. is experiencing a distinct variation on that model, with everything indicating that the highest court itself, she said, "has become more partisan and more aligned" with Trump's movement. If Trump wins and pursues even a portion of the agenda he has outlined, she told me, "we're facing the scenario where we can't count on the legislative branch and we can't count on the courts" to defend constitutional principles.

McKay Coppins: The most consequential TV show in history

Maybe the most revealing moment in the entire GOP eruption against the Trump verdict came last week, when Johnson reassured his Fox News hosts during an interview that he expected the Supreme Court to eventually overturn the conviction. "I think that the justices on the Court--I know many of them personally--I think they are deeply concerned about that, as we are," the House speaker said. "So I think they'll set this straight."

Johnson later clarified that he had not personally spoken with any of the justices about the Trump verdict, but that only magnified the import of his initial words--revealing the extent to which he considered the GOP-appointed justices part of the Republican team, receptive to the leadership's signals about the actions it expects. Right now, the clearest signal is that the leadership expects all Republicans to lock arms around Trump, no matter what he has done in the past or plans for the future. "The guardrails," said Dach of the Congressional Integrity Project, "are gone."
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The Two-Time Trump Voters Who Have Had Enough

"Now that he is a convicted felon, he's completely unfit."

by Sarah Longwell




The day after former President Donald Trump was convicted of 34 felonies, I sat down for a focus group with nine voters from across the country who voted for him twice and don't want to vote for him again. They are not, however, all committed to voting for President Joe Biden instead.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump, defeated

These are the "double haters": the chunk of voters who are dissatisfied with both candidates, and are trying to decide which one is less bad. Although many of them are "out" on Trump, they're struggling to get there on Biden. If Biden is going to win in November, these are the voters he must persuade to hold their noses and vote for him.

And there's reason to believe that Trump's recent felony conviction just made it a little bit easier for them to do it.



Many of the voters in this group had familiar stories: They supported Trump in the past as "the lesser evil." They couldn't stomach Hillary Clinton in 2016. They were lifelong Republicans who couldn't imagine voting for a Democrat. Some of them remember watching The Apprentice and admiring Trump for his perceived business savvy.

But the events of January 6 and general fatigue with Trump's antics have made these voters "not very likely" or "not at all likely" to vote for him again in 2024.

"I made my mind up quite a while ago that I wouldn't vote for him," Alex from Illinois said. "I just said, I can't bring myself to do it."

Chuck from Ohio agreed: "There's no change in my desire to vote for Mr. Trump." He continued: "I'm not voting for the man, period, end of discussion."

For many of these people, Trump had already crossed a red line. His conviction is just more evidence of his deficient character and his unfitness for high office.

And his lack of remorse was another log on the fire. "There's no ownership whatsoever. It's always someone else's fault," Eileen from Illinois said.

Michele from Florida said, "I want criminals to go to jail." That extends not just to Trump, but to Democrats like Senator Bob Menendez, she said.

Many talked about being repelled by Trump's disrespect for institutions. Some said they believed the trial was "politicized," a con job brought by "Biden's DOJ." And yet, most had faith in the process. While allowing for some political bias in the system, by and large they accepted the legitimacy of the guilty verdict.

"I thought the trial was highly politicized, but in the hands of the jury, both sides had the chance to present their case," Ryan from Colorado said. "And that's ultimately how it should have been done."

Michele agreed: "I'm tired of the nonsense, and I believed the testimony. And that is why I am happy that the jury found him guilty. And I think now that he is a convicted felon, he's completely unfit."



They may not be Trump voters anymore, but many of them are not fans of Biden.

When asked to grade Biden's performance, three gave C's, three gave D's, and three gave F's. Only one admitted to ever voting for a Democrat, and Alex, the Illinoisian, said flatly: "I will never vote for, probably, a Democrat in my life."

Read: How Donald Trump became unbeatable

Their complaints with Biden ran the spectrum: "Stop giving away free money," Ryan said. Chuck wants to see Kamala Harris replaced as vice president--he thinks Liz Cheney would be better. One said Hunter Biden's conduct speaks poorly to Biden's parenting skills.

Some of them are third-party curious, but they're wary because, as one said, "I view any third-party candidate as kind of a vote for Trump." When asked how they would vote if the election were held today, only two said they would vote third-party. One said they would abstain, and another would write in a candidate.

The remaining five plan on voting for Biden. This isn't because they are fans of the president. Few had positive things to say about Biden's policy agenda. But they view him as the more palatable of two bad options.

As Chuck put it: "I don't like Mr. Biden because I'm concerned about his age. He may die in office and I think his vice president is not someone I want in the Oval Office either. But between the president and vice president, they're still both better than Mr. Trump."



Spending 90 minutes with this group helps explain how the double haters are thinking about this race. They're not all united ideologically, but they're united in trusting the judicial system over Trump--at least for now.

These voters don't speak for the majority; as swing voters, they're marginal. But the margins will decide this race. The conviction confirmed what many of them already knew: Trump is unfit for office.

Whether or not voters like this "go home" to Trump or choose to support Biden over the next five months will be a big factor in deciding the election. A lot of variables are involved: whether Trump's daily chaos starts to make more of an impression; Biden's performance in the debates; prices and interest rates; the salience of issues such as immigration and abortion; and what Trump's sentence ends up being.

For now, Biden's team should capitalize on the verdict by trying to come across as the sane, pro-rule-of-law candidate. And the conviction fits well with the president's message of "don't compare me to the Almighty; compare me to the alternative." He can now stand on the debate stage and say, America isn't the kind of country that will put a convicted felon in the White House.

If, in our present political climate, nothing is dispositive, Biden's ability to make such a clear statement is certainly a plus.
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The Most Consequential TV Show in History

A new book about <em>The Apprentice</em> reveals how the 45th president was shaped by tawdry reality-TV culture.

by McKay Coppins




In a CNN interview shortly after launching his presidential campaign in 2015, Donald Trump told a skeptical Jake Tapper that he was "in it to win it" and boasted, "I'm giving up hundreds of millions of dollars to do this. I'm giving up a prime-time television show." In fact, according to a new book, Trump wasn't quite as confident as he claimed. For at least six months after he entered the race, he insisted on keeping the set for The Apprentice intact on the 14th floor of Trump Tower--if the whole presidential-campaign thing didn't work out, at least it would generate good publicity for the next season of The Celebrity Apprentice. "There was a cognizant decision to leave the boardroom," Trump's son Eric told the book's author, "and there was a possibility of it coming back." When the set was eventually torn down, campaign staffers took over the floor.

This almost-too-perfect metaphor for the melding of Trump's reality-TV and political careers appears in Apprentice in Wonderland, by the entertainment journalist Ramin Setoodeh. The book comes out later this month; I obtained an early copy.

It is by now a truism of the Trump era that the 45th president rose to power in large part thanks to the persona he popularized on The Apprentice, which he hosted from 2004 to 2015. Few readers will be surprised to learn that the character he played on the show--the tough-but-fair executive who doles out savvy business advice and decisively fires underperforming employees--was more reality-TV invention than reality. But the book's peek behind the scenes of what is arguably the most consequential television show in history is still revealing. In Setoodeh's look back at the series, Trump, a man who has now served in the most powerful office in the world, shows himself to be thoroughly steeped in the tawdry, lowbrow celebrity culture of the aughts--a culture that remains influential on his politics.

That the former president cooperated so extensively for a book about his reality-TV career is telling. According to an author's note at the end of the book, Trump granted Setoodeh six interviews, four of them in person. That's more than Trump has given to most of the people writing books about his presidency. Setoodeh writes that the interviews sometimes went on for hours, and that his subject seemed to thrill at watching old clips of the show. On the day Trump's sister died in November 2023, Setoodeh assumed their scheduled interview would be canceled. But Trump proceeded as planned, alternating between taking personal phone calls and recounting old episodes of The Celebrity Apprentice to Setoodeh in the Mar-a-Lago living room. "In our days together," Setoodeh writes, "Trump is happiest when he talks about The Apprentice and crankiest when he relives his years as the commander in chief."

McKay Coppins: Why Republican politicians do whatever Trump says

The premise of The Apprentice was straightforward. On each episode, a cast of aspiring "employees," who were divided into teams, competed in business-oriented challenges, after which Trump summoned the losing team to a boardroom and grilled them on their failures. At the end, he'd send a contestant home with his famous catchphrase: "You're fired."

The boardroom scenes became known for high drama and vitriolic sniping, and according to Setoodeh, Trump thrived on pitting the contestants against one another. The author reports that the dynamic was built into the set design, which placed Trump's chair on a platform, allowing him to lord over the contestants competing for his approval. He hectored, humiliated, and bullied them--and only a small fraction of the interactions wound up on air. With Trump in charge, the filming of the boardroom scenes sometimes stretched on for hours, Setoodeh writes, leaving contestants exhausted and disoriented.

Trump also casually deployed racial division for entertainment, according to several contestants. In 2005, he publicly floated a segregated season of The Apprentice, in which "a team of successful African Americans" would compete against "a team of successful whites." He argued at the time, "Whether people like that idea or not, it is somewhat reflective of our very vicious world." The idea never came to fruition. But Setoodeh quotes Black contestants who say the show's racial politics were already retrograde enough, and that they were rooted in Trump's personal views.

Tara Dowdell, who appeared on Season 3, recalls producers trying to goad her during interviews into acting angry: "They wanted me to be a stereotype of a Black woman," she told Setoodeh. Randall Pinkett, a Rhodes Scholar and the first Black winner of The Apprentice, is quoted as saying, "I think Donald's a racist. And I think he consciously and unconsciously and deliberately cast Black people in a negative light." In the show's first season, Omarosa Manigault, who was the lone Black woman in the cast and later went on to serve in the Trump White House, was depicted as so cartoonishly dishonest and manipulative that her name became shorthand in the reality-TV industry for "villain."

In response to an email detailing several of the claims in Setoodeh's book, Steven Cheung, the communications director for Trump's 2024 campaign, wrote, "These completely fabricated accusations and bullshit story was already peddled in 2016 and thoroughly debunked. Nobody took it seriously then, and they won't now, because it's fake news. Now that Crooked Joe Biden and the Democrats are losing the election, and President Trump continues to dominate, they are bringing up old fake stories from the past because they are desperate."

The accusation of racism that has proved most persistent is the rumor that Trump was caught on a hot mic using the N-word during a taping of The Apprentice. Manigault said in 2018 that she'd heard a tape of Trump using the slur. Mark Burnett, the series creator, told Setoodeh it wasn't true. Last week, Bill Pruitt, a former producer on the series, revived the allegation with an essay in Slate, writing that Trump, while discussing the contestant Kwame Jackson, asked aloud, "I mean, would America buy a n-- winning?" In an interview with Setoodeh, Trump repeatedly denies that any tapes exist of him using what he calls "the race word."

"Number one, it's a word that I've never used. I've never used it in my life!" Trump says, before adding, "Would I use it when the mics are all hot? The mics were always hot."

Megan Garber: Trump's smoking gun is a dream that will never die

Apprentice in Wonderland also offers new details about the experience of being a woman on the set. It is perhaps not shocking that Trump--who brags in the book that he made the Miss Universe swimsuit competition skimpier by introducing bikinis--objectified female Apprentice contestants. One challenge that involved creating a customized shopping experience at Home Depot, Setoodeh writes, spawned a rumor among contestants that Trump had told one of them, Erin Elmore, "I'll show you my nine-inch power tool." (Elmore, who later became a Republican strategist and Trump-campaign surrogate, tells Setoodeh it didn't happen.) And when Trump was alone with the male contestants in Season 4, Pinkett says, the host talked about how much he wanted to have sex with Jennifer Murphy, a 26-year-old beauty queen who was another cast member.

Murphy herself offers a detailed description of her various encounters with Trump. At first, she tells Setoodeh, the relationship was like that of a mentor and protegee. "I think he looked at me in a way like he does his daughter," Murphy says. "But also, I did think he had the hots for me a bit." She says that Trump unexpectedly kissed her one day while she was waiting for an elevator, and that on another occasion he invited her to his room at the Beverly Hills Hotel. She declined the invitation because he was married to his current wife, Melania. "I have a conscience," Murphy tells Setoodeh. "I have integrity. I made up a reason I was busy."

Murphy says she that wasn't offended by Trump's advances, and that she didn't consider him a predator: "I think, if anything, he likes beautiful women too much--if that's a flaw." The two remained friends. When she got engaged to a celebrity dentist in 2006, Murphy recounts, Trump let her hold the wedding at one of his properties at a discount. He also joined her in filming an Access Hollywood segment about the nuptials. But at one point during the filming, she says, Trump pulled her aside and asked her why she was marrying her fiance. "He put his arm around me," Murphy tells Setoodeh. "It was off camera. I think he smacked my butt a little. I was like, 'Goodness gracious!'"

Trump's vulgar behavior wasn't limited to backstage. During a Season 4 boardroom scene that made it to air, Setoodeh writes, Trump asked the 22-year-old contestant Adam Israelov if he'd ever had sex. Israelov said he wasn't comfortable answering the question, but Trump wouldn't let it go. "How can you be afraid to talk about sex? Sex is, like, not a big deal. How can you be afraid?" Trump kept pushing. "Listen, Adam isn't good with sex. He might be in ten years, but right now you don't feel comfortable with sex. Do you agree with it? Someday, you will. It's gotten me into a lot of trouble, Adam. It's cost me a lot of money." (This was nearly two decades before Trump would be convicted on 34 felony counts related to a hush-money payment to an adult-film actor.)

Another moment of candor came during a meal in 2004 with the publishing executive Steve Forbes, who made a cameo on the show. Alex Thomason, a contestant, tells Setoodeh that he heard Trump critique Forbes's failed presidential bids in 1996 and 2000. "You went overboard on this pro-life nonsense," Thomason recalls Trump telling him.

By 2008, ratings for The Apprentice had fallen off dramatically enough that NBC needed a new gimmick, and The Celebrity Apprentice was born. According to Setoodeh, Trump wasn't wild at first about surrounding himself with other famous people--he wanted to be the only celebrity on the show--but a network executive eventually warmed him up to the idea of lording over a boardroom full of C-listers. As Trump reflects on those seasons, though, he seems consumed primarily by how many of his celebrity friends have since abandoned him.

Speaking with Setoodeh, Trump neatly divides all of Hollywood into two categories--pro-Trump and anti-Trump--and shifts his assessments accordingly. (If this sounds familiar, that's because it's also how he talks about politicians.)

Tom Brady? When they were friends, Trump hailed the star quarterback as "a great winner" on the campaign trail. But after Brady visited the Biden White House and made a joke about election deniers, Trump was done with him. "He recommended crypto. That's bad!" Trump tells Setoodeh. "Because he lost like $200 million in them. He was friends with this guy, [Sam] Bankman-Fried, and that's not a good guy to be friends with right now." (Brady was a paid "ambassador" for Bankman-Fried's crypto company and reportedly lost tens of millions of dollars when it went bankrupt.)

Debra Messing? When the actor was (according to Trump, at least) effusively thanking him for saving NBC with his show's massive ratings, he found her "quite attractive." But once she became an outspoken critic of his politics, the attraction disappeared: "I watch her today, and it's like she's a raving mess."

Trump seems to reserve special disdain for the Kardashians. He once happily advertised his coziness with reality TV's most famous family. Kim Kardashian made a guest appearance on The Apprentice, and her sister Khloe was a contestant on The Celebrity Apprentice. Years later, when Trump was president, he hosted Kim at the White House and granted clemency to a federal prisoner for whom she'd advocated. But after Biden won the 2020 election, Kim celebrated by posting three blue heart emoji on Twitter--and that was apparently enough for Trump to turn on the whole family.

When Setoodeh mentions Kim, he rants: "She went for Sleepy Joe! Which is incredible to me. Incredible, because I did something that was perhaps important to her." He dismisses her criminal-justice-reform activism: "Maybe it was just publicity for her. I don't know." When Khloe comes up, he says, "I never got along great with Khloe," and then offers, unprompted, "Khloe was arrested for drunk driving. Did you know that?" (The arrest took place in 2007.) "I think it's a terrible thing--so many people die with drunk driving. You don't hear about it, but they do." Trump even seems to disavow the Kardashians' parent Caitlyn Jenner, who voted for him in 2016 but later spoke out against what she considered his administration's transphobic policies. When Setoodeh asks Trump about Jenner, he says blankly, "I don't know her. I knew Bruce. But I don't know Caitlyn."

Trump tells Setoodeh that he seriously considered leaving the show in 2012 to run for president, but that Burnett talked him out of it. "You don't understand," Trump recalls Burnett saying. "They're offering you millions of dollars to be on a show, to be on primetime television." That this argument won out suggests an answer to the question of which job--Apprentice host or president--Trump considered more prestigious, at least at the time. Still, he says he would have easily beaten Mitt Romney in the Republican primaries and done a better job running against Barack Obama. "He ran a horrible race," Trump says of the 2012 GOP nominee, who's since become a vocal Trump critic. "Do you know why? Because he was intimidated by African Americans ... He's a total asshole anyway. He's a total schmuck."

From the November 2023 issue: What Mitt Romney saw in the Senate

Four years later, when Trump finally left, he tried to get his daughter Ivanka installed as the host. Instead, NBC tapped Arnold Schwarzenegger to host The New Celebrity Apprentice, which debuted weeks before Trump was sworn in as president. Speaking with Setoodeh, Trump is gleeful that the show was canceled after one season. He claims that Schwarzenegger was incapable of saying Trump's catchphrase properly during rehearsals, and so had to come up with his own pale imitation: "You're terminated."

"He didn't have it," Trump tells Setoodeh with a grin. "The whole thing was, like, ponderous. And I view that as a great compliment to myself." He adds, "Arnold was a guy, he supported Crooked Hillary, so I didn't give a shit. He was a [John] Kasich supporter too, which made it even worse. So between Kasich and Hillary, I said, 'I hope he bombs like a dog,' and he did." (A Schwarzenegger spokesperson told me in a statement: "We aren't going to get into this because we understand that 90% of what he says is untrue," but added that Schwarzenegger used the phrase "You're fired" in the 1994 movie True Lies, "years before Donald Trump was a reality star.")

Setoodeh's book contains so many anecdotes like this that one can't help but marvel at how Trump manages to keep his catalog of petty celebrity snubs straight. He might struggle to define nuclear triad, but he can tell you which Apprentice contestants sided with Rosie O'Donnell over him in their 2006 feud. As unsavory as this world might be to some readers, the lessons Trump took from his reality-TV era permeated his presidency. Recall those early scenes from his White House: the boss enthroned behind the Resolute desk, pitting advisers against one another, firing Cabinet officials at will, nursing his grudges and grievances. Many presidential libraries feature replicas of the Oval Office; by the end of Setoodeh's book, I wondered if Trump's would include a model of the Apprentice boardroom.

"The show would be a big part of history," Eric Trump tells Setoodeh. "It's going to be a big part of his legacy. I hope it will remain a big part of his legacy."
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Trump Will Never Rule Out a Bad Option

No matter how terrible

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump never wants to take any option off the table, no matter how weird, unsettling, or foolish it might be. Throughout his career, when journalists have asked the former president a hypothetical question about any topic, he never rejects the premise--his answer is pretty much always maybe or yes.

Reporters love an interview that makes news--one that brings fresh facts to the public. If a reporter gets a government official to say, under intense questioning, that, yes, he really wishes he could jack up taxes or eliminate Social Security, that is valuable information for the public on that person's thinking. But since President Trump seems constitutionally unable to say no, the usual newsmaking logic does not apply. Worse, reporters risk giving Trump bad ideas.

Last month, for example, a reporter in Texas asked Trump whether he would consider nominating Ken Paxton, the state's attorney general, for U.S. attorney general if he wins the presidency. "I would, actually," Trump said. "He's very, very talented. I mean, we have a lot of people that want that one and will be very good at it. But he's a very talented guy." Paxton hasn't previously been on reported lists of candidates, and he'd be an awful choice: He's under federal investigation, has acknowledged breaking laws that protect whistleblowers, and barely (and outrageously) escaped conviction in an impeachment trial last fall.

Perhaps Trump won't rule things out because he doesn't want to commit a gaffe or be seen as conceding anything, or he doesn't actually know enough about the topic at hand and is deflecting, or (frequently) some combination of these.

David A. Graham: Trump says he'll be a dictator on 'day one'

At times, the stakes of these hypothetical questions are pretty low. (Would you consider a value-added tax? Sure, maybe, who knows?) In many cases, the answers are basically meaningless chaff for the daily outrage cycle. (Would you consider Tucker Carlson for vice president? "Oh wow ... I like Tucker a lot! I guess I would!") But sometimes they have real-world ramifications. In one 2019 CBS News interview, Trump declined to rule out pardoning Roger Stone, and he ultimately did pardon him. In that same interview, he considered deploying U.S. troops to Venezuela (he did not, though the idea created diplomatic upheaval because even the most tossed-off thoughts of a U.S. president can shift geopolitics). Trump laid out his general approach plainly: "Well, I don't--I don't take anything off the table. I don't like to take things off the table," he told the host, Margaret Brennan.

Interviewers know this, which is one reason they keep asking. Time's Eric Cortellessa recently asked Trump whether he would step down following a second term or challenge the Constitution's Twenty-Second Amendment. "I'm at a point where I would, I think, you know, I would do that," Trump replied. "Look, it's two terms. I had two elections. I did much better on the second one than I did the first. I got millions more votes. I was treated very unfairly. They used COVID to cheat and lots of other things to cheat. But I was treated very unfairly."

Trump has mused about a third term previously, so Cortellessa wasn't conjuring the issue out of nowhere. One could argue that Trump's willingness to end democracy is the major question of this election. But following the Constitution ought to be an expectation for all candidates, rather than a campaign issue--and one could argue that bringing up a third term only provides Trump an opportunity to float seeking one. He's now discussing the possibility in public remarks.

In one May 2015 interview, both Trump and Bloomberg News reporters seemed to wink at the game they were playing.

"So what I want to ask you is, have you thought about this," a reporter began. "Would you be willing to meet with Kim Jong Un personally to try to reach a--"

"Breaking--we have breaking news. Is this going to be breaking news, Jennifer?" Trump asked one of the interviewers, Jennifer Jacobs, eliciting laughter. "Depends on what you say," she replied. What he said, of course, was that he would. He ultimately did meet with Kim, and the meeting was considered a botched job, one that did nothing to slow North Korea's nuclear program or threats.

David A. Graham: The Trump two step

In these incidents, the reporters are part of mainstream outlets, looking to use hypotheticals to make news. But sometimes a slightly different dynamic unfolds at conservative outlets, with Trump allies who have a different goal: to make Trump seem normal. This gambit seldom works--Trump is temperamentally unable to avoid making news, and besides that, he doesn't like to say no.

For example, in December, Sean Hannity sought to quash suggestions that Trump would abuse his powers if reelected. "Under no circumstances, you are promising America tonight, you would never abuse power as retribution against anybody?" Hannity asked. But Trump refused the lifeline. "Except for day one," Trump replied. "He says, 'You're not going to be a dictator, are you?' I said: 'No, no, no, other than day one. We're closing the border and we're drilling, drilling, drilling. After that, I'm not a dictator.'"

Journalists should not hesitate to ask Trump tough questions. But they ought to recognize they run the risk of implanting a bad idea.  In November 2015, Trump was speaking darkly about a need to crack down on terrorism: "We're going to have to do things that we never did before." Then, an interviewer from Yahoo News asked Trump "whether this level of tracking might require registering Muslims in a database or giving them a form of special identification that noted their religion." You can guess what happened next: "He wouldn't rule it out," the interviewer reported. The backlash was swift, but so was the excitement from Trump's base; the idea eventually morphed into his attempt to ban people from predominantly Muslim countries from entering the United States.

Maybe the whole Trump era is the result of a hypothetical question: In 1988, Oprah Winfrey hosted Trump on her show, where he talked about trade. "This sounds like political, presidential talk to me," Winfrey said. "I know people have talked to you about whether or not you want to run. Would you ever?" Trump was skeptical, but he didn't take it off the table: "I just probably wouldn't do it, Oprah. I probably wouldn't, but I do get tired of seeing what's happening with this country, and if it got so bad, I would never want to rule it out totally."
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Trump's Most Audacious Lie Yet

The former president is claiming he never said "Lock her up."

by David A. Graham




When someone lies as prodigiously as Donald Trump--The Washington Post stopped counting at more than 30,000, around the time he left office--handing out superlatives is challenging. Even so, the former president might have told his most audacious lie yet this weekend.

Trump sat for a conversation with Fox & Friends Weekend that aired yesterday. This isn't a venue where Trump would expect to get tough questions, and a co-host, Will Cain, made a relatively straightforward point. "You famously said, regarding Hillary Clinton, 'Lock her up,'" he said. "You declined to do that as president." The "lock her up" motif is troublesome for Trump because it undermines his new gambit that he should be immune from prosecution because he's a politician.

"I beat her. It's easier when you win. They all said 'Lock her up'--and I could have done it--but I felt it would have been a terrible thing, and then this happened to me," Trump replied. "Hillary Clinton, I didn't say 'Lock her up,' but the people would all say 'Lock her up.'"

That's nonsense, though the assertion was so bold that it gave me pause. I spend a lot of time watching and listening to Trump, but memories are fickle. I remembered attending Trump rallies where the crowd chanted "Lock her up," and I remembered Trump doing little to quell them. Was it possible he had never explicitly said the words himself?

David Frum: An exit from the GOP's labyrinth of Trump lies

But of course he did. "'Lock her up' is right," he said in October 2016. "For what she did, they should lock her up," he said at a rally I attended in Greensboro, North Carolina, a few days later. He used other phrasings at other times. In June 2016, for example, he said, "Hillary Clinton has to go to jail. She has to go to jail," helpfully adding for the historical record: "I said that." As he noted in the interview, he eased off the demands once he'd won. But in 2020, running for reelection, he went back to playing the hits. "You should lock her up, I'll tell you," he said at an Ohio rally.

His claim that he "could have" locked Clinton up is less brazen but perhaps more dangerous for its view of how the justice system works, or how Trump thinks it ought to work. Trump faces the possibility of jail only after he was indicted by a grand jury, tried in an open court, and convicted by a jury of 12 New Yorkers. Clinton, by contrast, was never charged, much less convicted by any court. A president can't legally, and shouldn't, be able to summarily imprison anyone without charge, including and perhaps especially a political opponent. These are the kinds of things that used to go without saying.

Speaking of things left unsaid, none of the Fox News hosts pushed Trump on the bogus claim. Regardless of whether Republicans or conservative media are willing to back his lie as he seeks a return to the White House as commander in chief, he's already the gaslighter in chief.
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What Europe Fears

American allies see a second Trump term as all but inevitable. "The anxiety is massive."

by McKay Coppins




In early April, a crowd of diplomats and dignitaries gathered in the Flemish countryside to toast the most powerful military alliance in the history of the world, and convince themselves it wasn't about to collapse.

They arrived in a convoy of town cars that snaked down a private driveway and deposited them outside Truman Hall, a white-brick house set on 27 acres of gardens and hazelnut groves. Originally built by a Belgian chocolatier, the estate was sold to the American government at a discount--a thank-you gift for liberating Europe--and became the residence of the U.S. ambassador to NATO. Tonight, Julianne Smith, the inexhaustibly cheerful diplomat who currently holds the job, was stationed at the front door, greeting each guest.

The reception was part of a two-day onslaught of ceremonial activity ostensibly organized to celebrate the 75th anniversary of NATO. There were photo ops and triumphant speeches. The original copy of NATO's founding charter was brought from Washington, D.C., for display, left open to the most important lines in the treaty, Article 5: "The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all ..." Officials ate cake, and declared the alliance stronger than ever.

At Truman Hall, every effort was made to keep the mood festive despite a storm looming outside. Beneath a backyard tent, Secretary of State Antony Blinken spoke, followed by NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg.


Jens Stoltenberg (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Omar Havana / Getty.)



Stoltenberg, lean and unrumpled, decided to do something diplomatically unorthodox: acknowledge reality. Anxiety about America's commitment to the alliance had been omnipresent and unspoken; now Stoltenberg was directly addressing the dangers of a potential U.S. withdrawal from the world.

"The United States left Europe after the First World War," he said, adding, with a measure of Scandinavian understatement, "That was not a big success."

The wind was picking up outside, pounding the flaps of the tent and making it difficult to hear. Stoltenberg raised his voice. "Ever since the alliance was established," he said, "it has been a great success, preserving peace, preventing war, and enabling economic prosperity--"

A strong gust hit the tent, rattling the light trusses above. Guests glanced around nervously.

Stoltenberg stumbled. "The great success has been, uh, enabled or has happened not least because of U.S. leadership--"

Another gust, and the large chandelier hanging over the crowd began to swing. Murmurs rippled through the audience. Stoltenberg, perhaps aware of the unfortunate symbolism that would result from a NATO tent collapse, got quickly to the point.

"I cannot tell you exactly what the next crisis or the next conflict or the next war will be," he said, but "as long as we stand together, no one can threaten us. We are safe."

Stoltenberg would tell me weeks later that the speech was intended as a rallying cry. That night, it sounded more like a plea.

The undercurrent of dread at Truman Hall was not unique. I encountered it in nearly every conversation I had while traveling through Europe this spring. In capitals across the continent--from Brussels to Berlin, Warsaw to Tallinn--leaders and diplomats expressed a sense of alarm bordering on panic at the prospect of Donald Trump's reelection.

"We're in a very precarious place," one senior NATO official told me. He wasn't supposed to talk about such things on the record, but it was hardly a secret. The largest armed conflict in Europe since World War II was grinding into its third year. The Ukrainian counteroffensive had failed, and Russia was gaining momentum. Sixty billion dollars in desperately needed military aid for Ukraine had been stalled for months in the dysfunctional U.S. Congress. And, perhaps most ominous, America--the country with by far the biggest military in NATO--appeared on the verge of reelecting a president who has repeatedly threatened to withdraw the U.S. from the alliance.

Fear of losing Europe's most powerful ally has translated into a pathologically intense fixation on the U.S. presidential race. European officials can explain the Electoral College in granular detail and cite polling data from battleground states. Thomas Bagger, the state secretary in the German foreign ministry, told me that in a year when billions of people in dozens of countries around the world will get the chance to vote, "the only election all Europeans are interested in is the American election." Almost every official I spoke with believed that Trump is going to win.






The irony of Europe's obsession with the upcoming election is that the people who will decide its outcome aren't thinking about Europe much at all. In part, that's because many Americans haven't seen the need for NATO in their lifetime (despite the fact that the September 11 terrorist attacks were the only time Article 5 has been invoked). As one journalist in Brussels put it to me, the alliance has for decades been a "solution in search of a problem." Now, with Russia waging war dangerously close to NATO territory, there's a large problem. Throughout my conversations, one word came up again and again when I asked European officials about the stakes of the American election: existential.

"The anxiety is massive," Victoria Nuland, who served until recently as undersecretary for political affairs at the State Department, told me. Like other diplomats in the Biden administration, she has spent the three-plus years since Trump unwillingly left office working to restabilize America's relationship with its allies.

"Foreign counterparts would say it to me straight up," Nuland recalled. "'The first Trump election--maybe people didn't understand who he was, or it was an accident. A second election of Trump? We'll never trust you again.'"



BERLIN, GERMANY



To understand why European governments are so worried about Trump's return, you could study his erratic behavior at international summits, his fraught relationship with Ukraine's president and open admiration for Russia's, his general aversion to the liberal international order. Or you could look at the exceedingly irregular tenure of Trump's ambassador to Germany, Richard Grenell.

Four years after he left Berlin, people in the city's political class still speak of Grenell as if they're processing some unresolved trauma. The mere mention of his name elicits heavy sighs and mirthless chuckles and brief, frozen stares into the middle distance. For them, Grenell's ambassadorship remains a bitter reminder of what working with the Trump administration was like--and what Trump's return would mean.

Often, people will tell you about the parties.

Hosting social functions is part of an ambassador's job. But the parties Grenell threw were more eclectic than a typical embassy reception. The guest lists were light on German political elites--many of whom Grenell made a sport of publicly tormenting--and featured instead a mix of far-right politicians, semi-canceled intellectuals, devout Christians, gay Trump fans, and sundry other friends and hangers-on. Standard social etiquette was at times disregarded; so was good taste. When Grenell hosted a superhero-themed Halloween party at the ambassador's residence in 2019, one male guest came dressed in a burka, while another wore a "suicide bomber" costume. Photos from the party circulated privately among mystified German journalists. "It was a freak show," recalled one Berlin-based reporter who saw the pictures and who, like others I spoke with, requested anonymity to speak candidly about the former ambassador. (Grenell declined my request for an interview.)

The scandalized reaction to Grenell's parties was emblematic of his broader reception in Berlin. A right-wing foreign-policy pundit and Twitter troll--he once posted that Rachel Maddow should "take a breath and put on a necklace" and talked about Michelle Obama "sweating on the East Room's carpet"--he arrived in Germany in May 2018 at a moment of growing geopolitical anxiety. Despite efforts by German Chancellor Angela Merkel to develop a normal working relationship with Trump, the new president seemed intent on antagonizing Europe--hitting allies with tariffs, abruptly withdrawing from the Iran nuclear deal, and constantly questioning the need for NATO. Another ambassador might have seen it as his job to ease tensions. But Grenell was not just any ambassador.

He was belligerent and uncouth, less a diplomat than a partisan operative. He was "a special animal," Wolfgang Ischinger, a former German ambassador to the U.S., told me. "He did not play by the rules."

Hours after starting the job, Grenell tweeted a terse warning that "German companies doing business in Iran should wind down operations immediately." A few weeks later, he invited a Breitbart News reporter to his residence and said he planned to use his position to "empower other conservatives throughout Europe"--a comment widely interpreted as a political endorsement of European far-right parties, and one he later had to walk back.


Richard Grenell (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Bernd von Jutrczenka / Picture Alliance / Getty.)



Grenell wasn't any more tactful in private. In his first meeting with the German foreign ministry, according to a former diplomatic official in Berlin who was briefed on the encounter, Grenell announced, "I'm here to implement the American president's interests." The officials, taken aback by his audacity, tried politely to correct him: No, he was there to lobby for America's interests. But Grenell didn't seem to see the difference.

He hung a giant oil painting of Trump in the entryway of the ambassador's residence, and made a party trick out of flaunting his access to the White House. He would call the Oval Office "for fun" just to show that "he had a direct line to the U.S. president," recalled Julian Reichelt, a friend of Grenell's who was then the editor of the right-leaning German tabloid Bild.

As Trump escalated his crusade against the European political establishment--publicly rooting for Merkel's right-wing opponents and identifying the European Union as a "foe"--Grenell seemed eager to join in. After the president hijacked a NATO summit in July 2018 to deliver a tirade against countries that weren't spending enough on defense, Grenell did his best to replicate the performance in Berlin.

The ambassador quickly became a villain in the German press. The magazine Der Spiegel nicknamed him "Little Trump." German politicians publicly called on the U.S. to recall Grenell. One member of the Bundestag compared him to a "far-right colonial officer"; another was quoted as saying that he acted like "the representative of a hostile power."

Some observers would later speculate that the bad press was the product of a leak campaign by Merkel's government to isolate Grenell. Others believed that he deliberately courted outrage. "He didn't care a bit about his reputation here," Christoph Heusgen, the chair of the Munich Security Conference, told me. "He cared about offending the Germans and making headlines because he knew his boss would love that." Soon enough, the president was referring to Grenell as "my beautiful Ric" and reportedly telling advisers that his man in Berlin "gets it."

Grenell's defenders would later argue that his hardball tactics got results. Take, for example, his vociferous opposition to the Nord Stream 2 pipeline. The U.S. had long objected to its construction, which would dramatically increase Germany's reliance on Russian energy. But Grenell pressed the issue much harder than his predecessors had--sending letters threatening sanctions against companies that worked on the project, and successfully lobbying Berlin to import American liquefied natural gas. After Russia invaded Ukraine, German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier admitted that clinging to Nord Stream 2 had been a "mistake."

To Grenell's admirers, it was his effectiveness that made him unpopular in Berlin. "The ideal U.S. ambassador for your average German government," Reichelt told me, "just talks nicely about, like, the American dream and transatlantic relations and blah blah and freedom blah blah and what we can learn from each other." Grenell refused to be a mascot. "He was doing politics--he was actually driving policies," Reichelt said. (Reichelt was fired from Bild in 2021 after The New York Times reported on a sexual relationship he'd had with a subordinate; Reichelt denied abusing his authority.)

But by the time Grenell left Berlin, the mutual disdain between the ambassador and the political class was so thick that some wondered if he'd kept an enemies list. Grenell, who briefly served as Trump's acting director of national intelligence, is reportedly on the shortlist for secretary of state or national security adviser in a second Trump administration, which means he'd be in a position to make life difficult for political leaders he disfavors. "I know many of these ministers, and they would be afraid," one prominent German journalist told me. "I think he's a guy who doesn't forget."

The Germans are bracing for Trump's return in other ways. Inside the foreign ministry, officials have mapped out a range of policy areas likely to be destabilized by his reelection--NATO, Ukraine, tariffs, climate change--and are writing detailed proposals for how to deal with the fallout, multiple people told me. Can Trump's moods be predicted? Who are his confidants, and how can the government get close to them?

The Germans have a contingency plan for President Joe Biden's reelection too, but few seem to think they'll need it. They're preparing for a third scenario as well: a period of sustained uncertainty about the election's outcome, accompanied by widespread political violence in the U.S. Nuland, the recently departed State Department official, told me that, based on her conversations with foreign counterparts, Germany isn't alone in planning for this possibility. "If you are an adversary of the United States, whether you're talking about Putin, Iran, or others, it would be a perfect opportunity to exploit the fact that we're distracted," she said.

Rene Pfister, Der Spiegel's Washington bureau chief, told me that the first Trump administration left Germany struggling with difficult questions about its relationship with the U.S. Was America still interested in being the leader of the free world, or would it be governed by ruthless self-interest like China and Russia? Could it be counted on to defend its allies if Trump were reelected? "The Germans always had the impression that, regardless of the political affiliation of the president, you can rely, on the big questions, on the United States," Pfister told me. "I think this confidence is totally shaken."



BRUSSELS, BELGIUM



One afternoon in early April, I listened in as Julianne Smith, the U.S. ambassador who'd hosted the event at Truman Hall, conducted a virtual press briefing from NATO headquarters. Journalists had called in from across Europe, and their questions reflected the unease on the continent. A reporter from Portugal asked about the prospect of NATO countries reinstating military conscription in light of the Russian threat. Another, from Bulgaria, asked Smith to respond to politicians there pushing to withdraw from the alliance. A TV-news correspondent from North Macedonia asked whether Smith thought Russia would take the Balkans next if Ukraine fell.

When President Biden set about filling diplomatic posts after his election, he made reassuring rattled allies a top priority. Smith fit the mold of a model ambassador--a career foreign-policy wonk with deep government experience and comfortingly conventional views on America's role in the world. She also brings a boundless Leslie Knopeian energy to the job, and has been well schooled in the finer points of diplomat-speak: She scarcely mentions a country or region without first establishing friendship--"our friends in the Middle East," "our friends in Portugal"--and she does not talk to these friends; she only "engages" them (as in "I went to the Vatican quite a while ago to engage them on the war.").


Julianne Smith (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Omar Havana / Getty.)



Listening to the press briefing, I thought Smith did well--she sounded calm and confident and relentlessly optimistic. But when the briefing ended, I was ushered into a hallway to await my scheduled interview with the ambassador, and I overheard her fretting to an aide about how she'd handled a question about recent Ukrainian strikes on energy infrastructure inside Russia. American officials, worried about escalation, were reportedly urging Ukraine to stop the attacks, and Smith had responded that the U.S. was "not particularly supportive of" Ukraine going after targets on Russian soil. Now she was second-guessing herself. Maybe she should have said that the U.S. doesn't "encourage" the attacks, or that the attacks don't have America's "blessing." (Last week, the Biden administration gave Ukraine permission to use American weapons to attack Russian targets in limited circumstances.)

"Maybe I'm splitting hairs," I heard Smith say. "Just with my lack of sleep, I didn't have my game face on. I didn't nail it." She sounded exhausted.

During our interview, I asked Smith if the job was what she'd expected. She laughed: "No, no, no." Part of what had appealed to her about the NATO post was the potential for a 9-to-5 lifestyle. Her kids were still young, and she'd been looking forward to some work-life balance. Then, six weeks after she moved to Brussels, Russia invaded Ukraine, and all of a sudden she was at the center of a geopolitical crisis.

Smith told me her ambassadorial role is unique in that she doesn't have just one host country to worry about when she makes public statements. She's speaking to audiences in dozens of countries, and each one needs to hear something different from her. "You have to sit down and understand: 'What is it that's keeping you awake at night?'" she said. Maybe it's an errant Russian missile entering their airspace. Or a destabilizing wave of refugees. Or a cyberattack. Or tanks crossing their borders. "They're obviously looking to hear time and time again that the U.S. commitment to the alliance, and particularly Article 5, is ironclad and unwavering."

Smith has developed an arsenal of sanguine talking points to convey this message. She cites U.S. opinion polls showing strong support for NATO. She rehearses America's long, bipartisan history of standing by its European allies. "For over seven decades," she told me, "American presidents of all political stripes have supported this alliance."

I encountered the same performative positivity in meetings with American diplomats throughout Europe. In Warsaw, Ambassador Mark Brzezinski sat in the airy living room of his residence and talked about the "economic efficiencies" America has enjoyed as a result of its alliance with Poland. "The Poles are spending billions of dollars to protect themselves, mostly buying from U.S. defense contractors," he said. In Berlin, Ambassador Amy Gutmann met me in an embassy room overlooking the Brandenburg Gate and recounted the heroic role America had played in the massive airlift that broke the 1949 Soviet blockade of West Berlin. "Before I came here," Gutmann told me, "President Biden said, 'Make sure you tell every person you meet in Germany how important the U.S.-German relationship is.' And I've done that."

But sentimental rhetoric and gestures of goodwill only go so far. George Kent, the U.S. ambassador to Estonia, told me about an Earth Day photo op he'd taken part in earlier this year. The plan was to plant a tree at the Park of Friendship in central Estonia. Upon arrival, he was greeted by a kindly septuagenarian gardener who'd been participating in the tradition for decades. Kent tried to make small talk about horticulture, but the gardener had other things on his mind: "Can we talk about the vote in Congress?" He wanted the latest news on the Ukraine aid package.

In interviews, State Department officials in Washington, who requested anonymity so they could speak candidly, acknowledged that efforts to "reassure" European allies are largely futile now. What exactly can a U.S. diplomat say, after all, about the fact that the Republican presidential nominee has said he would encourage Russia to "do whatever the hell they want" to NATO countries that he considers freeloaders?

"There's not really anything we can do," one U.S. official told me. European leaders "are smart, thoughtful people. The secretary isn't going to get them in a room and say, 'Hey, guys, it's going to be okay, the election is a lock.' That's not something he can promise."



WARSAW, POLAND



"What the fuck is happening in the United States?"



Agnieszka Homanska, seemingly startled by her own outburst, slowly placed her hands on the table as if to calm herself. "Sorry for being so frank." We were sitting in a crowded bistro in downtown Warsaw with retro pop art on the walls and American Top 40 playing from the speakers. Homanska, a 25-year-old grad student and government worker who wore sneakers and a T-shirt that said BE BRAVE, was trying to explain how Poles her age felt about this year's U.S. election.

Homanska exhibited none of the casual contempt for America often associated with young people in other European capitals. In the history she grew up learning, Americans were the good guys--defeating the Nazi occupiers, tearing down the Iron Curtain. Surveys consistently find that Poland is the most pro-America country in Europe, and one of the few where public opinion doesn't change based on which party controls the White House. Ronald Reagan is a hero to many here; so is George H. W. Bush. In Poland, the mythology of America--vanquisher of tyrants, keeper of the democratic flame--persists. The U.S. is still a city on a hill.

But the Trump era punctured Homanska's image of America, as it did for many younger Poles. Trump's refusal to concede the 2020 election was jarring to those who saw the U.S. as an aspirational democracy. The storming of the Capitol on January 6 "was broadcast on every television," she told me. Trump's criminal charges--and his recent conviction on 34 felony counts in a Manhattan court--have made the news here too. "People don't understand why Trump can still run for president." (Like others I spoke with, Homanska was also confused by the fact that Joe Biden, who struck her as feeble and out of touch, is running again--were these really the best options America could muster? I told her she wasn't alone in wondering about this.)

Many Poles see Trump through the prism of their own country's recent politics. The right-wing nationalist Law and Justice party came to power in Poland a year before Trump's election, and spent the next eight years co-opting democratic institutions, from the courts to the civil service to the public media. The government maintained a cozy relationship with Trump--President Andrzej Duda famously proposed naming an American military base in Poland after him--and he is still popular among conservative Poles. But last year, an intense electoral backlash to Law and Justice produced the largest voter turnout in Poland's post-Soviet history, driven by young people. The new government, a coalition spanning from the center-left to the center-right, is focused on repairing Poland's democracy.

After the election, Homanska decided to postpone her planned studies in Canada so she could help rebuild her country. When I asked her which countries she looked to as democratic role models, she mentioned Finland and Estonia, another former Soviet country that has successfully modernized. "Maybe there is something about the maturity of French democracy," she added.

And America? I asked.

Homanska hesitated. "I don't think that people my age would perceive America as an ideal way to create a democratic society," she replied. She seemed almost apologetic.


Illustration by Chantal Jahchan. Source: NATO Archives Online.





Many of the Poles I met were especially perplexed by one recent display of U.S. political dysfunction: the struggle to pass a military-aid package for Ukraine earlier this year. Polls showed that a majority of Americans supported the funding. Reporting suggested that most members of Congress favored it too. But somehow, because Trump opposed it, a minority of Republicans in the House had succeeded in holding up the bill for months while Ukraine was forced to ration bullets and let Russian missiles level buildings. Although the aid package finally passed in late April, some Western officials worry that the battlefield advances Russia made during the delay will be difficult to reverse.

The Russian threat is no abstract matter in Poland, where Prime Minister Donald Tusk has talked about living in a "prewar era" and regularly urges citizens to prepare for a conflict. I heard stories about people stocking up on gold and looking for apartments with basements that could double as bomb shelters. Schools are running duck-and-cover drills, and shooting ranges have become more popular as people realize they might soon need to know how to handle a gun. One Polish woman told me about a phone call she'd received from her aunt, who was wondering if she should restain her wood floors or save her money because her house might be destroyed soon anyway.

In Warsaw, Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs Radek Sikorski (who is married to the Atlantic writer Anne Applebaum) told me, "you will feel the physical vulnerability." Travel 200 miles north and you reach Kaliningrad, where Russia is said to house nuclear weapons; go 200 miles east, and you hit the Ukrainian border. "It concentrates the mind."

Poland has recently increased defense spending to 4 percent of its GDP--well beyond the standard of 2 percent set by NATO, and higher even than in the U.S. But officials know they'll never be able to fend off a hostile Russia alone.

"It's an existential threat," Aleksandra Wisniewska, who was elected to Poland's Parliament last year, told me. Like other Polish politicians I spoke with, Wisniewska--a 30-year-old former humanitarian aid worker who now sits on the foreign-affairs committee--was reluctant to say anything that might alienate the former, and perhaps future, American president. But she wanted me to understand that the choice American voters make this fall will reverberate beyond U.S. borders.

"I fear that the old United States that we all almost revere," Wisniewska told me, is "now sort of self-sabotaging. And by consequence, it will jeopardize the safety and security of the entire global order."



FRANKENBERG, GERMANY



The U.S. Army's 2nd Cavalry Regiment left Vilseck, Germany, before dawn on April 9 in a convoy of camouflaged jeeps, fuel tankers, armored vehicles, and trucks packed with soldiers and ammunition. They rumbled past windmills and pastoral villages, stopping only for fuel. Speed was essential: The road march to Bemowo Piskie, Poland, was more than 800 miles, and the fate of the Western world was--at least hypothetically--at stake.

The regiment was training for a long-dreaded crisis scenario: a Russian invasion of the Suwalki Gap. The 60-mile stretch of Polish farmland is sparsely populated but strategically important. If Russian forces annexed the territory, they could effectively seal off Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia from the rest of NATO. To save the Baltic states, allies in Northern Europe would have to mobilize quickly.

During a refueling stop at a German barracks in Frankenberg, U.S. Army officers rattled off facts to me about the Stryker, a lightweight armored vehicle that looks like a tank but can drive up to 60 miles an hour, and demonstrated a language-translation app they'd developed to facilitate communication among allied troops. The drill they were conducting that day was part of a monthslong NATO military exercise--the largest since the end of the Cold War--involving all 32 allied countries; more than 1,000 combat vehicles; dozens of aircraft carriers, frigates, and battleships; and 90,000 troops. Although NATO officials have been careful not to single out Russia by name, the intended audience for the war games was clear. "Are exercises like this designed to send a message? They are, absolutely," Colonel Martin O'Donnell told me as soldiers in fatigues milled around nearby. "The message is that we're here. We're ready. We have the capability to work with our allies and partners and meet you, potential adversary, wherever you may be."

But the demonstration in Frankenberg sent another, perhaps less convenient, message as well. The convoy rushing to confront a theoretical Russian invasion was composed almost entirely of U.S. soldiers driving U.S. vehicles filled with U.S.-made guns and bullets and missiles. They'd link up with military units from other NATO countries eventually. But if America were removed from the equation, would the battle group in Bemowo Piskie stand a chance?

Whether Trump wins or not, there's a growing consensus in Europe that the strain of American politics he represents--a throwback to the hard-edged isolationism of the 1920s and '30s--isn't going away. It's become common in the past year for politicians to talk about the need for European "defense autonomy."

"We can't just flip a coin every four years and hope that Michigan voters will vote in the right direction," Benjamin Haddad, a member of France's National Assembly, said at an event earlier this year. "We have to take matters in our own hand."

What exactly that would look like is a subject of intense debate. Italy's foreign minister recently proposed forming a European Union army (an idea that's been raised and rejected many times in the past). Others have suggested diverting resources from NATO to a separate European defense alliance (though European countries are not immune to the kind of populist nationalism that could make such alliances dysfunctional). Replacing the so-called nuclear umbrella provided by the U.S. arsenal would require countries such as Germany and Poland to develop their own nuclear stockpiles, to supplement the small ones France and the United Kingdom already have.

Within NATO, the immediate priority is "Trump-proofing" the alliance. In the past 18 months, Finland and Sweden have joined, each bringing relatively capable and high-tech militaries. Secretary-General Stoltenberg has also proposed shifting responsibility for Ukrainian arms deliveries from the U.S. to NATO in case the next administration decides to abandon the war.

Most notably, allied countries have dramatically increased their own military spending. I spoke with several officials who grudgingly credited Trump for this development--something NATO officials and U.S. presidents had spent decades advocating for unsuccessfully. In 2017, when Trump took office, only three allies, plus the U.S., were spending at least 2 percent of their GDP on defense. This year, that number is expected to rise to at least 18. Trump's criticism of paltry defense budgets was not only effective, Stoltenberg told me, but fair. "European allies have not spent enough for many years," he said. (No doubt Russia's invasion of Ukraine also factored into the increased spending.)

Even with the funding influx, many officials believe Europe still has a long way to go before it could defend itself alone. The U.S. has some 85,000 troops currently stationed in Europe--more than the entire militaries of Belgium, Sweden, and Portugal combined--and provides essential intelligence gathering, ballistic-missile defense, and air-force capabilities. "Dreaming about strategic autonomy for Europe is a wonderful vision for maybe the next 50 years," Ischinger, the former German ambassador, told me. "But right now, we need America more than ever."

That reality has left politicians and diplomats across Europe honing their theories of Trump-ego management ahead of the U.S. election. To some, the former president's emotional volatility represents a grave threat. The former diplomatic official in Berlin told me that in May 2020, Merkel called Trump to inform him that she wouldn't be traveling to Washington for the G7 summit out of concern for COVID. Trump was enraged, according to the diplomat, who requested anonymity to describe a private conversation, and the call grew heated. A week later, Trump announced plans to permanently withdraw nearly 10,000 U.S. troops from Germany--a move seen within Merkel's government as a petty act of revenge. (Biden later reversed the order; a spokesperson for the Trump campaign did not respond to a request for comment.)

Others think Trump's ego could make him easier to manipulate. "He's very transactional, and he's very narcissistic," the senior NATO official, who's met Trump multiple times, told me. "And if you combine the two, then you can sell him--" the official paused. He recited an expression in his native language. Roughly translated, it meant "You can sell him turnips as if they're lemons."

What's striking about these calculations is how thoroughly allies have already adjusted their perception of the U.S. relationship. I noticed a certain pattern in my conversations with European political leaders and diplomats: At some point in almost every interview, the European would begin pitching me on how much the U.S. benefits economically from the alliance. Preserving peace in Europe has sustained decades of lucrative trade for U.S. companies. A broader Russian war on the continent would be felt in the average American's pocketbook. I later learned that these talking points were being encouraged by NATO officials as well as the U.S. State Department. The thinking behind the strategy is that Americans need to hear why supporting European allies is in their self-interest.

"They keep telling us how important it is to go and convince the housewives in Wisconsin and the farmers in Iowa," a senior official from an allied country grumbled to me. "How many Americans are going to the housewives of southern Estonia or ... the countryside in France to tell why Europe should stand by the United States?" He noted that the alliance protects the U.S. as well.

The more I listened to prime ministers and parliamentarians deliver the same earnest spiel, the more dispiriting I found it. At its most idealistic, the transatlantic alliance has always been about a shared commitment to democratic values. Now Europeans are bracing for an America that behaves like any other transactional superpower. Several officials expressed fears that Trump would turn America's NATO membership into a kind of protection racket, threatening to abandon Europe unless this ally offers better trade terms, or that ally helps investigate a political enemy.

"We are exposed," Bagger, the German state secretary, told me. Europe's alliance with America, he said, "has served as our life insurance for the last 70 years."

And with Vladimir Putin seizing territory in Europe and trying to unravel NATO, what choice would these countries have but to accept Trump's terms?



NARVA, ESTONIA



The city of Narva sits on Estonia's eastern border, separated from Russia by a river and a heavily guarded bridge. Some experts believe that if World War III breaks out in the coming years, this is where it will begin. The city is overwhelmingly populated by ethnic Russians, many of whom don't speak Estonian and are therefore ineligible for citizenship. Western officials fear Putin might try to use the same playbook he developed in Crimea--enlisting Russian separatists to stoke unrest and create a pretense for annexing the city. Such a move would effectively dare the West to go to war with a nuclear power over a small Estonian city, or else watch the credibility of their vaunted alliance collapse. NATO calls this "the Narva scenario."

On a cold spring morning, I drove two hours from the Estonian capital of Tallinn and arrived at the border-crossing station, a red-brick box of a building on the edge of the Narva River. There I met Aleksandr Kazmin, a border guard with close-cropped hair and a friendly face who spoke broken English with a thick Russian accent. He wore a patch on his coat that said Politsei and a gun on his hip.

The border checkpoint once saw a steady stream of commuters and tourists traveling back and forth between Russia and Estonia--at its peak, Kazmin told me, the station processed 27,000 people in a single day. But travel dropped dramatically once the war in Ukraine started. In the months following the invasion, many of the people coming across the Narva border were refugees. Then, earlier this year, Russia closed its side of the road for "renovations," meaning that the only way to cross the bridge now is by foot. On the morning I visited, I saw a thin trickle of travelers--moms pushing strollers, young people with backpacks--shuffle in and out of the station.

Kazmin told me that the war had divided Narva, as it had the wider Russian diaspora. Those who are "already integrated in Estonian society" generally oppose Putin's aggression, he said, but some "don't want to integrate--they are living in Russian-media world." He rolled his eyes before muttering in resignation, "Nothing to do. It's their choice."

I asked Kazmin if I could walk to the actual border, and he obliged. As we made our way across the bridge, passing a tangle of barbed wire that had been pushed to the side, he warned me that we might see a Russian border guard filming us from the checkpoint on the other side. Kazmin didn't know exactly why the Russians did this--he guessed it was some kind of intelligence-gathering tactic--but it often happened when he brought a visitor to the bridge.

Sure enough, as we got closer, a guard appeared in the distance. He didn't seem to have a camera, so I asked Kazmin if I could wave at him. Kazmin cautioned against it. Communication between the two sides, even for benign logistical coordination, is strictly regulated: Only specially trained officials at the station are allowed to talk to the Russians, and they do so using a Cold War-era crank phone.

We stopped when we reached the middle of the bridge. Kazmin told me this was the closest we would get to Russia, explaining that there was no permanent, official border; it was understood that the deepest point of the river was what technically separated the two countries, and that shifts over time. The spot was strangely beautiful. Below us, a current of water rushed toward the Baltic Sea; above us, a flurry of snow fell from the gray sky. Two imposing medieval fortresses faced each other from either side of the river, one built by the occupying Danes in the 13th century, the other by a Muscovite prince two centuries later--twin relics of conquests past. As I took in the view, Kazmin bounced up and down to keep warm, stealing glances at his Russian counterpart.

I thought about how much more precarious the world must feel to those living in a place like this, doing a job like his. The day before my visit to Narva, I had interviewed Estonian Prime Minister Kaja Kallas, who talked about the stakes of preserving the transatlantic alliance. Her country has a population of 1.3 million and is roughly the size of Vermont. She recalled sitting in a meeting with other world leaders shortly after her election where they discussed the Russian threat. "I made a note in my notebook: 'For some countries here, talking about security and defense is a nice intellectual discussion,'" Kallas told me. "'For us, it's existential.'"

After dozens of interviews, I'd become desensitized to politicians using this word. But walking back across the bridge, I thought I understood what she meant.

Kazmin pointed to a tall flagpole perched beside the Narva station. At the top, the Estonian flag waved in the wind; beneath it, a navy-blue flag with the NATO seal. He said that flag had been installed only a few months earlier. I asked him if he thought the day would ever come when he saw Russian tanks rolling across the bridge. Kazmin got quiet for a moment. He said Russia's government has long promised that it would not attack the Baltics--but that Putin had said the same thing about Ukraine.

"When they tell us they will not do something," he said, "it means for us that they can do it--or will do it."
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The Dalai Lama Is Landing in the Middle of the 2024 Election

And Joe Biden should welcome him.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




In early September of 2020, Joe Biden, then the Democratic nominee for president, promised to put values--values held in contempt, he argued, by the man he would go on to defeat--at the center of American foreign policy. To act on his promise, he said, he would do something Donald Trump had neglected to do. "I'll meet with His Holiness the Dalai Lama," Biden said.

For American presidents, meeting the 14th Dalai Lama can bring tension and discord, because Communist Party leaders in Beijing consider Tibet to be a part of China. They consider any recognition of the Dalai Lama--a Mandela-level icon, a symbol of Tibet's will to survive, and also (by the way) a living Buddha, a bodhisattva, to his millions of followers--a terrible insult to Chinese sensitivities. (To be fair, Chinese leaders are omnidirectionally offended, by supporters of Taiwanese independence and Hong Kong democracy; by Christians and Uyghurs and Mongols; and by anyone else who threatens their Middle Kingdom sense of imperial entitlement.)

More than three years into his term, Biden has not made good on his promise, though he has a plausible excuse: The Dalai Lama is 88 years old and in declining health, and he seldom leaves his home in exile in Dharamsala, in the Himalayan foothills of India. But the Dalai Lama's age now provides a path for Biden to keep his promise: The bodhisattva has bad knees and has decided, after much procrastination, to come to New York this summer to investigate the possibility of replacement.

A visit by Biden to the Dalai Lama's hospital--or an after-surgery invitation to the White House--would signal continuing American concern over the oppression of Tibet and Tibetans, as well as support for one of the most heroic and pacific humanitarian leaders of our age. Such a visit would also have the benefit of signaling to the Chinese government that a U.S. president makes decisions independent of Chinese Communist feelings. (American CEOs are particularly feeble at signaling such independence.) A call on the Dalai Lama couldn't possibly hurt Biden's standing among voters, especially considering the Dalai Lama's previous lack of interest in meeting with Trump when he was president. Five years ago, when I visited the Dalai Lama at his monastery in Manali, he told me that he did not look favorably on Trump's jingoistic "America First" rhetoric. "Everyone first," he said, laughing. "A much better idea."

The exact timing of his trip to the United States--his first in seven years--has not yet been decided, but it will follow another event of some significance: a visit later this month to Dharamsala by Representative Nancy Pelosi, the former speaker of the House, and a congressional delegation. Pelosi has championed the Tibetan cause for decades, and, to her credit, she is loathed by Beijing for her comprehensive criticism of China's human-rights record. In one of Pelosi's earliest meetings with the Dalai Lama, she was so ferocious in her criticism of China's human-rights abuses that the Dalai Lama said, impishly, "Now let us all pray so that we could rid Nancy of her negative attitudes." (Pelosi's trip has not yet been announced, and her spokesperson declined to comment, citing security concerns; news of the Dalai Lama's proposed visit this summer was confirmed to me by sources involved in planning the trip.)

The reemergence of the Dalai Lama into American politics in the months preceding the 2024 presidential election is good news for the unfortunate Tibetan cause, constantly steamrollered as it is by the raw deployment of Chinese power. In Dharamsala, the seat of the Tibetan government in exile, fear is ever present that the Dalai Lama's eventual demise will make even more marginal the cause of Tibetan cultural and political independence. (As is implied by his status as the 14th Dalai Lama, the discovery of a 15th Dalai Lama is likely, though he will be reincarnated, according to Tibetan Buddhist tradition, as a small child, not as someone ready for international diplomacy. And the Chinese government has its own plan to identify and elevate a quisling lama.)

Two months ago, I visited Dharamsala with, among others, Arthur Brooks, the Atlantic columnist and frequent writing collaborator of the Dalai Lama's. We both experienced a religious leader who, though hobbled by knee pain and slowed by age, was still lucid and eloquent on the great subjects of freedom and happiness. I called Arthur today to ask him what he makes of this news.

"In a contentious election year, it's good to remind Americans of our core values as a people, and among those values are religious freedom and standing up for the dignity of all people around the world," he said. "His Holiness the Dalai Lama, as we saw in Dharamsala in April, still has the ability to remind people around the world of what is good and true. For a Tibetan monk, he has an uncanny gift for bringing out the best of what it means to be a person and an American. This is an opportunity that President Biden cannot and should not miss."
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Trump's Plan to Supercharge Inflation

Voters believe Trump would handle the economy better than Biden. Economists think differently.

by Ronald Brownstein




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


Among prominent economists, no one was more explicit than former Treasury Secretary Larry Summers in warning that President Joe Biden and the Federal Reserve Board risked igniting inflation by overstimulating the economy in 2021. Soaring prices over the next few years proved Summers correct.

Now Summers sees the risk of another price shock in the economic plans of former President Donald Trump. "There has never been a presidential platform so self-evidently inflationary as the one put forward by President Trump," Summers told me in an interview this week. "I have little doubt that with the Trump program, we will see a substantial acceleration in inflation, unless somehow we get a major recession first."

Summers is far from alone in raising that alarm. Trump's greatest asset in the 2024 campaign may be the widespread belief among voters that the cost of living was more affordable when he was president and would be so again if he's reelected to a second term. But a growing number of economists and policy analysts are warning that Trump's second-term agenda of sweeping tariffs, mass deportation of undocumented migrants, and enormous tax cuts would accelerate, rather than alleviate, inflation.

Roge Karma: The great normalization

In an upcoming analysis shared exclusively with The Atlantic, Mark Zandi, the chief economist for Moody's Analytics, forecasts that compared with current policies, Trump's economic plans would increase the inflation rate and force the Federal Reserve Board to raise interest rates higher than they would be otherwise. "If he got what he wanted," Zandi told me, "you add it all up and it feels highly inflationary to me."

In a study released last month, the nonpartisan Peterson Institute for International Economics calculated that the tariffs Trump says he will impose on imports would dramatically raise costs for consumers. "Trump is promising a no-holds-barred, all-out protectionist spree that will affect every single thing that people buy that is either an import or in competition with imports," Kimberly Clausing, a co-author of the study and a professor of tax policy at the UCLA Law School, told me.

Douglas Holtz-Eakin, president of the center-right American Action Forum and a former director of the Congressional Budget Office, is sympathetic to many elements of Trump's agenda and critical of Biden's. But Holtz-Eakin agrees that Trump's economic plan "doesn't bode well" for "the cost of living," as he told me.

Summers, who served as Treasury secretary for Bill Clinton and the top White House economic adviser for Barack Obama, took substantial flak from fellow Democrats when he repeatedly warned that Biden was risking high inflation by pushing through Congress another massive COVID-relief package in 2021, while the Federal Reserve Board was still maintaining interest rates at historically low levels. "The Biden administration and the Fed both did make ... consequential errors of failing to do macroeconomic arithmetic for which the economy is still paying," he told me.

Summers told me he remains unsure that the policies Biden and the Fed are pursuing will push inflation all the way down to the Fed's 2 percent target. But he said he is confident that Trump's blueprint would make inflation worse.

Summers identified multiple pillars of Trump's economic agenda that could accelerate inflation. These included compromising the independence of the Federal Reserve Board, enlarging the federal budget deficit by extending his 2017 tax cuts, raising tariffs, rescinding Biden policies designed to promote competition and reduce "junk fees," and squeezing the labor supply by restricting new immigration and deporting undocumented migrants already here. Others note that top Trump advisers have also hinted that in a second term, he would seek to devalue the dollar, which would boost exports but further raise the cost of imported goods.

For many economists, Trump's plans to impose 10 percent tariffs on imported products from all countries and 60 percent tariffs on imports from China are the most concerning entries on that list.

These new levies go far beyond any of the tariffs Trump raised while in office, several of which Biden maintained, said Clausing, who served as the Treasury Department's deputy assistant secretary for tax analysis for Biden's first two years. Trump's proposed tariffs also dwarf the levies Biden recently imposed on electric vehicles and assorted other products from China: Biden's new measures affect about $18 billion in Chinese imports, she said, whereas Trump proposes to raise tariffs on $3.1 trillion in imported goods, more than 150 times as much. Trump "has been quite clear that he is envisioning something quite a bit larger than he did last time," Clausing told me.

In the Peterson study, Clausing and her co-author, Mary Lovely, calculated that Trump's tariffs would raise prices for consumers on the goods they purchase by at least $500 billion a year, or about $1,700 annually for a middle-income family. The cost for consumers, she told me, could be about twice as high if domestic manufacturers increase their own prices on the goods that compete with imports.

"When you make foreign wine more expensive, domestic manufacturers can sell their wine at a higher price," Clausing told me. "The same with washing machines and solar panels and chairs. Anything that is in competition with an import will also get more expensive."

While Trump's proposed tariffs would increase the cost of goods, his pledge to undertake a mass deportation of undocumented migrants would put pressure on the cost of both goods and services. Undocumented migrants are central to the workforce in an array of service industries, such as hospitality, child care, and elder care. But they also fill many jobs in construction, agricultural harvesting, and food production. Removing millions of undocumented workers from the economy at once "would create massive labor shortages in lots of different industries," Zandi told me. That would force employers to either raise wages to find replacements or, more likely, disrupt production and distribution; both options would raise the prices consumers pay. "If you are talking about kicking 50 percent of the farm labor force out, that is not going to do wonders for agricultural food prices," David Bier, director of immigration-policy studies at the libertarian Cato Institute, told me.

Removing so many workers simultaneously would be disruptive under any circumstances, many economists agree. But it could be especially tumultuous for the U.S. now because the native-born population has grown so slowly in recent years. Bier pointed out that immigrants and their children already account for almost all the growth in the population of working-age adults ages 18 to 64. If Trump in fact extracts millions of undocumented migrants from the workforce, "there is no replacement [available] even at a theoretical level," Bier said.

More difficult to quantify but potentially equally significant are the frequent indications from Trump that, as with all other federal agencies, he wants to tighten his personal control over the Federal Reserve Board. During his first term, Trump complained that the Fed was slowing economic growth by keeping interest rates too high, and any second-term move to erode the Fed's independence--for instance, by seeking to fire or demote the board's chair, Jay Powell--would be aimed at pressuring the board into prematurely cutting interest rates, predicts Alan Blinder, a former Fed vice chair who is advising Biden's reelection campaign. That would become another source of inflationary pressure, he says, likely spooking financial markets.

In the upcoming Moody's analysis, Zandi estimates the cumulative impact of all these possible changes. He compares a scenario in which Trump can implement his entire agenda with one in which power remains divided between Biden in the White House and Republicans controlling at least one congressional chamber. Inflation, Zandi projects, would be nearly a full percentage point higher (0.8 percent, to be exact) under the scenario of Trump and Republicans in control than in the alternative of Biden presiding over a divided government. Inflation would be about that much higher under Trump even compared with the less likely scenario of Democrats winning the White House and both congressional chambers, Zandi projects.

Zandi said the only reason he does not anticipate prices rising even faster under Trump is that the Federal Reserve Board would inevitably raise interest rates to offset the inflationary impact of Trump's proposals.

But those higher interest rates would come with their own cost: Zandi projects they would depress the growth in total economic output and personal income below current policy, and raise the unemployment rate over the next few years by as much as a full percentage point--even as inflation rises. Raising the specter of the slow-growth, high-inflation pattern that hobbled the American economy through much of the 1970s, Zandi told me, "It is really a stagflation scenario."

Summers sees the same danger. "It is difficult to predict the timing and the precise dynamics," he told me, "but it is hard to imagine a policy package more likely to create stagflation" than measures that directly raise prices (through tariffs), undermine competition, enlarge deficits, and excessively expand the money supply. "There is a real risk during a Trump presidency that we would again see mortgage rates above 10 percent as inflation expectations rose and long-term interest rates increased," he predicted.

Holtz-Eakin, the former CBO director, also worries that Trump's agenda would make it much tougher for the Federal Reserve Board to moderate prices without precipitating a recession. Unlike Zandi and Summers, though, Holtz-Eakin believes that a second-term Biden agenda would also increase upward pressure on prices. That's partly because of the cost of environmental and other regulations that the administration would impose, but also because he believes a reelected Biden would face enormous pressure to restore new spending programs that the Senate blocked from his Build Back Better agenda in 2021. He also believes that Trump's plans to increase domestic energy production could eventually offset some of the inflationary impact of his other agenda elements.

Kevin Hassett, who served as chair of the Council of Economic Advisers during the Trump administration, has argued that any inflationary impact from Trump's tariff and immigration agenda would be offset by other elements of his plan--including cutting government spending and taxes, increasing energy production, and slashing regulation. "Those four effects would dwarf the effects of any other policy proposals," Hassett maintained in an interview with The Washington Post earlier this year.

Holtz-Eakin isn't convinced. He told me that any moderating impact from Trump's energy and deregulatory agenda would take time to develop, while the inflationary effect of his tariffs and deportation plans would be felt immediately. "Tariffs happen fast," Holtz-Eakin said. "Deportations happen fast."

Roge Karma: What would it take to convince Americans that the economy is fine?

Zandi is even more skeptical. He told me that with domestic oil and gas production already at record levels, Trump has little room to open the spigot even further, or to affect prices much if he does. On regulation, Zandi said he is "hard-pressed" to see how Trump's plans "would translate through to less inflation, at least in a meaningful way."

As with many issues, the potential impact of Trump's second-term plans for inflation has drawn little attention in the presidential race. Instead, the former president so far is benefiting from voters' awareness that prices increased much faster under Biden, as the American and global economies emerged from the pandemic's disruptions, than they did while Trump was in office.

Apart from concerns about Biden's age, that discontent over inflation appears to be the greatest threat to his reelection. In a recent survey across the seven most closely contested swing states published by the Cook Political Report With Amy Walter, a majority of voters said they considered their cost of living the most important measure of the economy's performance. But a daunting three-fifths of voters in the poll, conducted by a bipartisan team of Republican and Democratic pollsters, said inflation is unlikely to be brought under control if Biden is reelected. In contrast, nearly three-fifths of voters said they believed that the cost of living would improve under Trump.

Even though experts such as Summers and Zandi are warning that Trump's economic agenda would have precisely the opposite effect, it won't be easy for Biden to convince voters to weigh those prospective risks more heavily than their retrospective judgments about prices under each man's tenure. But Biden may have no choice but to try. Raising awareness of the inflationary dangers in Trump's agenda may be Biden's best chance of winning a second look from the voters who are now moving toward the former president primarily because they remember gas, groceries, and other necessities costing less while he sat in the Oval Office.
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How Biden Can Win the Debate

This month's TV encounter with his Republican rival will be a crucial opportunity for the president to change voters' jaundiced view of him.

by Brian Goldsmith




Until Thursday's verdict in Donald Trump's hush-money trial, whose effect on the presidential campaign remains to be seen, virtually nothing had changed in the race for months: Poll after poll has shown President Joe Biden behind--down slightly in the "blue wall" states of the industrial Midwest, and more substantially in the Sun Belt. His approval rating has been stuck not at just under 50 percent--the historic marker of whether incumbents get reelected--but at about 40 percent, occasionally even less. It's been that way for nearly a year and a half. And the age issue is still very real.

Trump is not meaningfully more popular, nor are Americans unaware of his failings. But believing that Trump's problems alone will bail out Biden is a fantasy. "Voters clearly recognize the huge steps backward a Trump presidency might bring--they are pessimistic about what he could do to abortion rights, progress on climate change, and even failing to protect Medicare and Social Security," Lindsay Vermeyen, a pollster involved in the independent polling-research Swing State Project, told the Cook Political Report With Amy Walter. "And yet, their economic frustrations are enough to override all that."

Voters' negativity is overwhelmingly about high costs: about the price of gas and groceries, but also about house payments, car payments, the ability to save for the future and provide a nest egg for their kids.

Until the conclusion of the Manhattan trial, the only material movement in May was Biden's decision to do a June debate, the earliest general-election face-off in American history. This is a gamble for Biden--but absolutely the right choice. He must try to redefine the race and encourage voters to take a second look. His age isn't changing, but he can change some of the arguments he makes. And to influence voters who are still persuadable, he will have no better platform.

David Frum: Why Biden should not debate Trump

Ever since televised presidential debates began, they have had the capacity to move voters like few other events. Nothing comes close to the audience and attention these 90-minute matchups receive. They not only are watched by astounding numbers of viewers--even in this fragmented media landscape, the lower-rated 2020 debate drew 63 million viewers--but also dominate headlines for days after, influencing even more voters.

In 1960, Richard Nixon narrowly led John F. Kennedy until Nixon withered under the studio lights--appearing sweaty and tentative compared with the cool, confident Democrat. In 1976, Gerald Ford's momentum stalled after he insisted in a debate with Jimmy Carter that there was "no Soviet domination" of manifestly Soviet-dominated Eastern Europe.

Ronald Reagan used his mastery of the medium to lay to rest voter concerns about his conservatism in 1980, and about his age in 1984. In 1988, Michael Dukakis, the Democratic challenger to George H. W. Bush, buried his chances by bloodlessly responding to a hypothetical about his wife being raped and murdered. And in 1992, Bush himself fell short when he reinforced the idea that he was out of touch by repeatedly checking his watch.

In 2000, Al Gore's lead in the polls melted away after a debate performance that his opponent, George W. Bush, sold to the press as "sighs and lies." In 2012, Barack Obama, then the incumbent president, blew his first debate, throwing his challenger a lifeline. In 2020, Trump's overheated, COVID-infected performance expanded Biden's lead--which he held throughout that campaign.

This time is different: Biden is now the incumbent who's behind. And to turn things around onstage, he has to address the economy as voters experience it. Barely more than one-fifth of those surveyed in a recent New York Times poll rated the economy as excellent or good; a majority said it is poor. In a Guardian/Harris poll, more than half (56 percent) believed we are in a recession, and nearly three in five (58 percent) said Biden is responsible. The economic data may show that they're mistaken--but good luck winning votes by telling Americans that they're wrong.

In this context, Biden's current message is a disaster. When he was asked in a TV interview last month about voters' greater trust in Trump on the economy, Biden responded by saying, "We've already turned it around." He cited a survey about people's personal finances and went on to claim, as he typically does, "We have the strongest economy in the world." That may be technically true, but for a politician whose superpower is supposed to be empathy, Biden didn't show much understanding of the gap between the official statistics and people's day-to-day experience. He failed to provide a compelling story about his administration's efforts that would resonate with middle-class families struggling to afford the basics.

"It is concerning to me when I keep seeing press come out of the White House where they keep saying the economy is good," one former Biden voter told the Times. "That's really weird because I'm paying more on taxes and more on groceries and more on housing and more on fuel. So that doesn't feel good."

David A. Graham: The most irresponsible thing ever said in a presidential debate

Biden's first move at the debate podium should be to deliver his economic message with empathy--and a frank admission that inflation is still too high and prices on everyday goods are hurting millions of Americans. He should talk about his own family's past hard times. That would give him more credibility to offer a narrative about the economic mess he inherited from Trump, the millions of good jobs he's helped create, and the programs he's put in place--such as the CHIPS Act and the bipartisan infrastructure law--to create an even better economy in the years ahead.

That brings us to the second debate imperative for Biden: He needs to talk about the future more than the past. As Gore has said, elections are "not an award for past performance." This campaign has to be about the next four years. Currently, only one of dozens of Biden campaign ads outlines a second-term agenda. The platform it laid out is popular and compelling--making child care and elder care affordable, protecting Social Security and Medicare, passing a "minimum tax for billionaires," establishing Roe v. Wade as the law of the land, banning assault weapons, and preserving the right to vote--but that ad is more than a year old, and I haven't seen anything comparable since.

At a time when high costs are squeezing Americans' budgets, Biden's budget seems to get it. When it was released earlier this year, the accompanying White House report said "lowering costs" for consumers--reducing prices for health care, housing, groceries--is the president's "top domestic priority." But few Americans have received that message. Much of the president's first-term accomplishments, and second-term agenda, should be framed as a fight to lower costs against Republicans who oppose both what he's done and what he hopes to do.

The third piece of Biden's message that must change is his attack on Trump. Sounding the alarm against authoritarian threats to be a "dictator on day one," cancel the Constitution, and take revenge on his "deep state" enemies is a vital, valid mission. Those hits are one reason Biden's support among college-educated white voters is still about where it was four years ago. But the democracy agenda is either insufficient or ineffective to stanch Biden's bleeding among working-class voters, including Latinos and Blacks.

Part of that failure goes back to the economy. These voters are simply more sensitive to higher prices than upscale suburbanites. Crucially, they are also overrepresented in swing states. This Republican advantage in the Electoral College is a relatively new phenomenon: As recently as 2012, Obama polled about two points better in the swing states than he did nationally. A dozen years later, the reverse is true: Biden is underperforming his national numbers by about two points in the seven states that will decide the election.

To win working-class Americans back to his coalition, Biden cannot simply tout his administration's achievements in reducing crime and bringing down prices. That will just make him seem out of touch, as the longtime Democratic pollster Stan Greenberg has argued. The metaphorical sign behind Biden should say A Good Beginning, not Mission Accomplished. He should explicitly acknowledge that he isn't satisfied and has more work to do--but then Biden should go on the offensive against Trump.

In attack mode, Biden will look more vigorous. And he can win arguments about the way Trump's budgets defund the police as well as environmental protection; how Trump's policies undo gun-safety laws, caps on insulin prices, and protections for preexisting conditions; and why a Trump presidency would reward big companies and billionaires at the expense of working families.

Biden should remind the debate audience that the only major legislation Trump passed was a huge tax cut for corporations and the wealthy--a measure that remains highly unpopular. And Biden can warn viewers that Trump is proposing more of those benefits for his buddies--tax cuts that will raise prices still higher. The threat isn't just Trump's vindictive personality or his antidemocratic instincts; it is his actual policies.

Ronald Brownstein: Can Biden begin a reset tonight?

This election will be a fundamental test of American democracy. It will also be the greatest electoral challenge the Democratic Party has faced this century. Four years ago, Biden won the popular vote by more than 7 million votes, but if some 45,000 votes in three swing states had gone in the other direction, Trump would have tied him the Electoral College--and then won the election in the House of Representatives. And that election took place after the economy had crashed, the pandemic had been mismanaged, and Biden--whose favorability rating never fell below 50 percent--had heavily outspent Trump.

In the same interview in which Biden argued that he'd turned the economy around, he said something equally perilous: "The polling data has been wrong all along." Loyal Democrats who want to wishcast a better electoral environment, and who dismiss the scale of Biden's challenge, should know that today's grim polling cannot be excused or dismissed. The truth is, as 538 has reported, polls were "more accurate in 2022 than in any cycle since at least 1998, with almost no bias toward either party." Ominously, in 2016 and 2020, Trump actually overperformed his polling.

Biden's challenge is real. His campaign clearly sees it--why else take the risk on such an early debate? But if the first step in dealing with a problem is acknowledging it, his next step must be directly addressing it. Biden should use this extraordinary platform to make new arguments to voters: that he gets what they're going through, that his plans will produce a better future, and that Trump isn't just a risk for American institutions--he's a threat to American families.
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If Trump Is Guilty, Does It Matter If the Prosecution Was Political?

The jury, not the prosecutor, decides who's guilty.

by David A. Graham




Republican leaders are adamant and practically unanimous on one thing: The case that got Donald Trump convicted on 34 felony counts was a political prosecution.

"This was a purely political exercise, not a legal one," said Speaker of the House Mike Johnson. "This entire trial has been a sham, and it is nothing more than political persecution," charged Senator Ted Cruz. "This is a politically motivated sham trial," said Governor Sarah Huckabee Sanders.

They have a point, but it's not the condemnation they believe. Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg is an elected prosecutor who ran as a Democrat in a heavily Democratic city. Trump also received more scrutiny from prosecutors after he became a political figure than he'd ever experienced before. But none of this has any bearing on whether Trump actually committed the crimes with which he was charged.

David A. Graham: Guilty on all counts

The bar for convicting any defendant in the American justice system is extremely high: It requires a unanimous decision by 12 citizens who deem a crime to have occurred beyond a reasonable doubt. A prosecutor may well have political motivation, but his motivation isn't what determines a verdict; he must prove his charges in court, through an adversarial process. Despite the yelps that Trump was tried in a kangaroo court, his lawyers had every opportunity to challenge jurors, introduce evidence, question prosecution witnesses, and call their own.

After his lawyers had done that, jurors swiftly found that Trump had falsified 34 business records. The questions that these Republicans ought to answer, as the journalist David S. Bernstein writes, are: Do you believe this should be legal? And if not, which of these acts do you believe Trump didn't commit? Because what none of Trump's would-be vindicators is willing to argue is that he didn't try to hide a payment to Stormy Daniels to prevent her from talking about their sexual encounter. The more important question is not what motivated the charges, but whether they were justified and proved to a jury's satisfaction.

Supporters of the Trump prosecution should be honest about the possibility of political motive underlying the case. The danger of political bias is an inherent flaw in the system of elected district attorneys that most jurisdictions around the U.S. use. (Federal prosecutors are a mix of political appointees and civil servants.) Bragg, while a candidate for the job, mostly avoided campaigning on going after Trump, though he did mention his involvement in prior investigations of Trump and his family, drawing criticism from his main rival. "It is a fact that I have sued Trump more than a hundred times," Bragg said. "I can't change that fact, nor would I. That was important work. That's separate from anything that the D.A.'s office may be looking at now." But Bragg was cautious and deliberate once elected, shutting down his office's main effort to charge Trump (to the fury of its leaders) before adopting the course that eventually led to conviction.

Trump is also right to note that his business practices and records didn't attract anywhere near as much attention before he was a politician. Trump was famous before he was president, but becoming the most famous person on Earth is something else entirely. With the perks of fame comes more scrutiny. (Just ask Hunter Biden.)

Closer attention to Trump, sooner, would have been good, because of the questions that have been raised about his business dealings preceding his political career. For example, The New York Times has obtained decades of Trump's tax filings, and experts who have examined them say they suggest prodigious tax fraud and evasion--but the years when that occurred are now outside the statute of limitations for that sort of crime. Similarly, New York Attorney General Letitia James found evidence that Trump had fraudulently changed property valuations since well before he ran for office. (James ultimately decided to file a civil suit and did not bring criminal charges; she won the case earlier this year.)

Commentators on the Trump hush-money case have often compared it to the prosecution of Al Capone on tax-evasion charges. Typically, that's meant dismissively: Capone was a notorious gangster, involved in murder, bootlegging, and racketeering, so it seems ludicrous that he was nailed on something as procedural and dry and quotidian as evading taxes. The dismissiveness also sometimes reflects an attitude that white-collar crimes like tax evasion are not as serious as others, as though theft is less important if it was done in a ledger book rather than during a break-in.

David Frum: Wrong case, right verdict

But there's another way to interpret the Capone case. The mobster committed many crimes, but he did them in a way that made them hard to prosecute. Like many organized-crime bosses, he made sure to speak about things elliptically and keep his fingerprints (literal and metaphorical) off things. (Does this sound familiar?) But Capone couldn't hide financial crimes as effectively. Prosecutors went after him for tax evasion because that's what they could prove. It is not selective prosecution to go charge someone for a crime for which you have evidence, even if you don't charge them for the other, more difficult-to-prove crimes. It is realism. It's also justified and just.

Republican cries of political prosecution can also be understood in another, better way. Because Trump's defenders are unwilling to argue that he didn't falsify the records or that it shouldn't be a crime, they're actually arguing that he should get a pass on crimes they view as minor because he's a political figure. The American justice system has never held that someone should be immune from repercussions for their behavior simply because they're a politician. Now Trump and his allies are making versions of this extremely swampy argument, both at the Supreme Court and in the court of public opinion.

"If they can do this to me, they can do this to anyone," Trump said at a press conference this morning. Indeed, that's the point of equal justice under the law.
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Trump's Post-verdict Outburst

The Republican nominee's first speech as a convicted felon was a preview of the peril to come.

by John Hendrickson




Donald Trump, former president and newly convicted felon, went on a vocal rampage this morning at a press conference inside his namesake Manhattan skyscraper. Trump is livid after having been found guilty yesterday on all 34 counts related to hush-money payments and connected cover-ups dating back to his 2016 campaign. His wild, unrestrained remarks today offered a rhetorical hint at the extremism to come in the remaining five months of this year's presidential election, for which he is once again the presumptive Republican nominee.

"You saw what happened to some of the witnesses that were on our side," Trump said. "They were literally crucified by this man who looks like an angel, but he is really a devil." Trump deemed the judge in the case, Juan Merchan, a "tyrant," called his trial "ridiculous," and lamented that Merchan could lock him away for 187 years. The former president will be sentenced on July 11; it is uncertain whether he will serve any jail time at all.

President Joe Biden, Trump seethed, is the "most incompetent," "dumbest," and "most dishonest" president America has ever had. "He is a Manchurian candidate," Trump said of his rival--an explosive, unfounded accusation that, had anyone else said it, would elicit bafflement and condemnation. Michael Tyler, the Biden campaign's communications director, said in a statement this afternoon that Trump is "confused, desperate, and defeated" and "consumed by his own thirst for revenge and retribution."

Read: Trump, defeated

Trump's speech resembled the remarks he's made during his rallies over the past several months, as his tone has become ever more dark and apocalyptic. "I am your retribution" has been his 2024 campaign's central theme. But this morning, it was clearer than ever that anyone who does not fall in line behind Trump is considered an enemy.

Though the speech was ostensibly a reaction to his trial verdict, he used the time to attack one of his favorite targets: immigrants. He repeated his line that foreign countries are emptying out their jails and "insane asylums" and sending people to America. "We have a president and a group of fascists that don't want to do anything about it," Trump said. "They're destroying our country. Our country is in very bad shape." He complained that people "are allowed to pour in from countries unknown, from places unknown, from languages that we haven't even heard of." He claimed that American children can't play Little League games anymore because of too many migrant tents on the field.

Nine years ago, on June 16, 2015, Trump took his infamous golden-escalator ride in this same Manhattan tower and announced that he was running for president. That day, many people treated the event like a carnival--a former reality-TV star and tabloid fixture called a press conference in the building with his name on it because he wanted attention. But even that day, Trump's mask was off. He attacked immigrants then too, calling Mexicans "rapists" and "people that have lots of problems." A year and a half later, he was elected president of the United States.

Today, despite his conviction and ever-ratcheting bombast, Trump is leading Biden in the polls and could well return to the White House. Yesterday's verdict and this morning's remarks may not derail his career so much as galvanize his supporters. His campaign claims to have raised $34.8 million since the verdict. Trump concluded his statement this morning by saying that November 5 is "the most important day in the history of our country." He's right.

Rose Horowitch contributed to this report.
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How 2024 Could Transform American Elections

A radical reform to de-radicalize politics faces its biggest test in November.

by Russell Berman




The nation's tiniest state legislative chamber has been unusually prolific lately. In its most recent session, Alaska's Senate overcame years of acrimony and deadlock to pass major bills to increase spending on public schools, combat climate change and a state energy shortage, and strengthen penalties for drug dealers. "The universal feeling," Cathy Giessel, the senate's majority leader, told me, "was that this was the most productive two years that we have experienced."

Giessel, a Republican who first took office in 2010, attributes this success not to her colleagues, exactly, but to how they were chosen. In 2022, Alaska became the first state to experiment with a new kind of election. All candidates--regardless of party--competed against one another in the primary, and the top four vote-getters advanced. In November, the winner was determined by ranked-choice voting, in which people list candidates by order of preference. The system--called Final Four Voting--gave a substantial boost to moderates from both parties. Republican Senator Lisa Murkowski won a fourth term, and a centrist Democrat defeated Sarah Palin, the former Alaska governor and 2008 GOP vice-presidential nominee, capturing a House seat that Republicans had held for a half century.

But Final Four had an even bigger impact in the state Senate, where Democrats narrowed the GOP's long-standing majority. Giessel, who had lost in a traditional primary two years earlier, won her seat back. She and seven of her colleagues ditched three far-right GOP lawmakers to form a governing coalition with Democrats. The group decided to set aside divisive social issues such as abortion and gender identity and focus exclusively on areas where they could find common ground.

Read: The political-reform movement scores its biggest win yet

The legislative dealmaking that ensued was exactly what the designers of Final Four Voting had hoped for when Alaskans approved the system in a 2020 statewide referendum. In essence, Final Four is a radical reform designed to de-radicalize politics. Its purpose is to make general elections more competitive and to encourage compromise among lawmakers who had previously held on to power simply by catering to a small, polarized primary electorate that determines the winners of most modern campaigns. This year could be an inflection point for the reform: Four more states--ranging from blue to deep red--could adopt versions of Final Four, and Alaskans will vote on whether to repeal it. In November, voters frustrated with both parties will have a chance to transform the way they pick their leaders--or quash what reformers hope will be the future of American elections.

Final Four isn't inherently ideological, but it appeals most to voters frustrated with polarization--"normal people who want normal things done," as Scott Kendall, a former Murkowski aide who led the 2020 campaign to adopt Final Four in Alaska, put it to me.

The ideas that make up Alaska's system aren't new. California and Washington State have had nonpartisan primaries for years, and South Dakota voters could approve them in November. Maine has ranked-choice voting for federal elections; Oregon could adopt ranked voting this fall. But Alaska is the first state to combine the two reforms. Final Four backers hope that many more will follow, and they are pouring millions of dollars into ballot initiatives this year to expand it to Nevada, Colorado, Idaho, and Montana.

A sweep for Final Four would reshape not only state capitols but also Washington, D.C., where the system would, in the coming years, elect up to 10 of the U.S. Senate's 100 members. Representing a combination of red and blue states, they could "form a problem-solving fulcrum" to address challenges that typically resist compromise, Katherine Gehl, who devised Final Four Voting and has spent millions of dollars campaigning for it, told me. "You really can see in Congress a difference with as few as 10 senators," she said, citing comprehensive immigration reform as an example.

To gain a firmer foothold, advocates of Final Four must clear a number of obstacles. Critics say the system is too confusing for voters to grasp and too complicated for election officials to administer. They also question whether the reform enjoys the broad public support that its wealthy backers claim it does. The proposal faces bipartisan opposition in Nevada. In Alaska, critics on the right hope to scrap the system in its infancy.

And don't get Colorado started.

The state's Democratic and Republican parties disagree on virtually everything--except, that is, their shared loathing of Final Four Voting and the businessman, Kent Thiry, who's trying to bring it to their state. The former CEO of the Denver-based dialysis company DaVita, Thiry has funded successful ballot drives to overhaul political primaries and enable nonpartisan redistricting in Colorado. He's also a co-chair of the reform group Unite America, which is funding efforts to expand Final Four in other states. Thiry believes that in a year in which most voters don't like their choices for president, the Final Four movement can "surf that wave of discontent" and offer people in Colorado and elsewhere an opportunity to vote for something new.

From the December 2019 issue: Too much democracy is bad for democracy

To Shad Murib, the Democratic Party chair in Colorado, Thiry is simply tossing "a hand grenade" into an election system that voters in the state already like. "It's a way to rig elections for the highest bidder," he told me, arguing that doing away with party primaries makes it easier for wealthier candidates to buy their way onto the ballot.

David Williams, the chair of the state's Republican Party, sees the proposal the same way. The highest bidder, he told me, would be Thiry himself. "This is the one thing me and my counterpart agree on," Williams told me. "This guy wants to destroy both political parties so that he can get elected."

Thiry considered a run for governor in 2018, but he told me he was ruling out a bid in 2026. Critics of Final Four, he said, are using his past flirtations with a campaign "as an excuse to not discuss the actual substance of the issue."

What he doesn't deny, however, is that reforms such as Final Four are designed to reduce the power of the two major parties. He compares American democracy, rather floridly, to a highway. "The parties control all the on-ramps and the off-ramps, and the toll that they charge in order to get on a democracy highway is kowtowing to the far left or the far right and relatively ignoring the majority in the middle," Thiry said. "We intend to blow through the toll gates and take back possession of that highway."

How much voters want this kind of change remains to be seen. Final Four owes its support less to a grassroots movement than to a series of expensive persuasion campaigns funded by a group of wealthy philanthropists. In most cases, they are going around state legislatures, where party leaders aren't interested in reforms that could threaten their rule.

In Colorado, Democrats say the voting system doesn't need fixing. Participation in its all-mail elections is already among the highest in the nation, and its Democratic governor and senators are relatively moderate dealmakers. "It's a solution in search of a problem," Representative Diana DeGette, a Democrat and the longest-serving member of Colorado's congressional delegation, told me. To head off Final Four, the state legislature passed a bill that could block voter-approved election reforms from taking effect for years, or possibly forever. Final Four backers are urging the governor, Jared Polis, to veto it.

On top of being unnecessary, critics see the system as a tool of wealthy centrists looking to carve a path to high office for themselves and their allies. But reformers point out that campaigns now aren't exactly the province of the poor or even of the middle class. Rich people already have a leg up, including in Colorado. Polis, for example, is a tech entrepreneur who spent more than $20 million of his own money to win the post in 2018 after self-funding his first bid for Congress a decade earlier. "They're just wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong," Gehl told me about Final Four's critics. The system guarantees that four candidates make the November ballot instead of two, she pointed out. "If you double the number of people who can get into Disney World, how does that decrease access?" she said.

In Alaska so far, Final Four hasn't shown much preference for wealthy office-seekers; indeed, it has seemed to attract candidates from underrepresented backgrounds. In 2022, an Alaska Native won a seat in Congress for the first time, and more women ran for office than in the five previous cycles combined. "The open primary blows the doors open not just for women but for minorities," Giessel said. "It changes the game completely."

The debut of Final Four in Alaska had its challenges. The sudden death of 88-year-old Representative Don Young on a plane flight in March 2022 opened up Alaska's lone House seat for the first time since he took office, in 1973, and forced the state to roll out its new system in a special election months earlier than planned.

"It felt like chaos," Kendall, the Final Four campaigner, told me. Mary Peltola, a centrist and a Murkowski ally, ran as a Democrat and defeated both Palin and another Republican, Nick Begich, through ranked-choice voting. Although the two Republicans collectively earned more votes than Peltola in the initial tally, more than one-quarter of Begich's voters ranked the Democrat above Palin.

Republicans responded to the defeat by bashing ranked-choice voting, echoing the GOP's opposition to the system in Maine, where voters approved it after two victories by the Trumpian Governor Paul LePage. Critics of Alaska's system have succeeded in gathering enough signatures to place a repeal measure on the ballot in November, which Kendall is fighting in court.

Phillip Izon, who is running the repeal drive, told me that the system in Alaska is "fundamentally flawed" and would require "generations" of voter education before people could adequately understand it. He cited the high number of voters who refused to rank their candidates during the special election, and a subsequent drop in turnout in the November midterms. "They say it's cheaper. They say it's faster. They say it helps third parties," he said. "And none of this is true."

Read: A radical idea for fixing polarization

Central to Izon's critique is the sense that Alaskans didn't really want Final Four to begin with. In 2020, the transformation of the state's election system was packaged into a single ballot question with other proposed changes, most notably a popular push to ban "dark money" in state campaigns. Voters, Izon argued, had been "brainwashed" into approving Final Four. Izon told me that he is not registered with either party and doesn't want his effort to be labeled as partisan. But a video on his campaign's website leads with quotes from Donald Trump, who has denounced "ranked choice crap voting" as "a total rigged deal."

Backers of the system say Izon is misstating or exaggerating his claims. "There was no hiding the ball," Kendall told me, referring to the 2020 referendum. Nor did Republicans get wiped out under Final Four in 2022. Although they lost the House seat to Peltola and a few seats in the legislature, conservative Governor Mike Dunleavy easily won reelection. "We had a lot more opponents the last time around than we do now," Kendall said.

Yet the champions of Final Four are clearly unnerved by the repeal effort, worrying that it could stunt the idea's momentum not only in Alaska but elsewhere. The fact that Alaskans could ditch the system so quickly offers opponents in other states a handy talking point. In Nevada, for example, voters approved a version of the system (with five final-round candidates instead of four) in 2022, but under the state's constitution, they must do so again this fall for it to take effect. "Change is hard. New is hard, and making the case in a crowded year is hard," Gehl said.

When I spoke with Thiry, he also seemed prepared for some defeats. "Voters are appropriately going to not just run off to the first fancy and new idea that they hear or see," he said. "If you look at the history of movements in America, every one that we looked at took some heavy hits early on, but they persevered. And we have every intention of doing the same."
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Wrong Case, Right Verdict

Donald Trump will not be held accountable before the 2024 presidential election for his violent attempt to overturn the previous election, but he is now a convicted felon all the same.

by David Frum




The wrong case for the wrong offense just reached the right verdict.

Donald Trump will not be held accountable before the 2024 presidential election for his violent attempt to overturn the previous election. He will not be held accountable before the election for absconding with classified government documents and showing them off at his pay-for-access vacation club. He will not be held accountable before the election for his elaborate conspiracy to manipulate state governments to install fake electors. But he is now a convicted felon all the same.

It says something dark about the American legal system that it cannot deal promptly and effectively with a coup d'etat. But it says something bright and hopeful that even an ex-president must face justice for ordinary crimes under the laws of the state in which he chose to live and operate his business.

Over his long career as the most disreputable name in New York real estate, Trump committed many wrongs and frauds. Those wrongs and frauds are beginning to catch up with him, including his sexual assault upon the writer E. Jean Carroll, and then his defamation of her for reporting the assault. Today, the catch-up leaped the barrier from the civil justice system to the criminal justice system.

The verdict should come as a surprise to precisely nobody. Those who protest the verdict most fiercely know better than anyone how justified it is. The would-be Trump running mate Marco Rubio shared a video this afternoon on X, comparing American justice to a Castro show trial. The slur is all the more shameful because Rubio has himself forcefully condemned Trump. "He is a con artist," Rubio said during the 2016 nomination contest. "He runs on this idea he is fighting for the little guy, but he has spent his entire career sticking it to the little guy--his entire career." Rubio specifically cited the Trump University scheme as one of Trump's cons. In 2018, Trump reached a $25 million settlement with people who had enrolled in the courses it offered.

Eight years later, Rubio has attacked a court, a jury, and the whole U.S. system of justice for proving the truth of his words.

We're seeing here the latest operation of a foundational rule of the Trump era: If you're a Trump supporter, you will sooner or later be called to jettison any and every principle you ever purported to hold. Republicans in Donald Trump's adopted state of Florida oppose voting by felons. They used their legislative power to gut a state referendum restoring the voting rights of persons convicted of a crime. But as fiercely as Florida Republicans oppose voting by felons, they feel entirely differently about voting for felons. That's now apparently fine, provided the felon is Donald Trump.

What has been served here is not the justice that America required after Trump's plot to overturn the 2020 election first by fraud, then by violence. It's justice instead of an especially ironic sort, driving home to the voting public that before Trump was a constitutional criminal, he got his start as a squalid hush-money-paying, document-tampering, tabloid sleazeball.

If Trump does somehow return to the presidency, his highest priority will be smashing up the American legal system to punish it for holding him to some kind of account--and to prevent it from holding him to higher account for the yet-more-terrible charges pending before state and federal courts. The United States can have a second Trump presidency, or it can retain the rule of law, but not both. No matter how much spluttering and spin-doctoring and outright deception you may hear from the desperate co-partisans of the first Felon American to stand as the presumptive presidential nominee of a major U.S. political party--there is no denying that now.
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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 impostor," 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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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




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


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.



Illustration Sources: Angela Weiss / Getty; Brett Carlsen / Getty; David Ryder / Getty; James Devaney / Getty; Jim Vondruska / Getty; Kyle Grillot / Getty*
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China Is Losing the Chip War

Xi Jinping picked a fight over semiconductor technology--one he can't win.

by Michael Schuman




In an April phone conversation, Chinese leader Xi Jinping issued a stern admonition to President Joe Biden. Washington's ban on the export of American advanced microchips and other sanctions designed "to suppress China's trade and technology development" are "creating risks." If Biden "is adamant on containing China's high-tech development," the official Chinese readout went on, Beijing "is not going to sit back and watch."

Biden has been robust in his response. The ban, he told Xi, was necessary to protect American national security. "He said, 'Why?'" Biden recently recounted. "I said, 'Because you use it for all the wrong reasons, so you're not going to get those advanced computer chips.'"

Imagine for a moment how humiliating that exchange must have been for Xi Jinping. Xi is not supposed to suffer such indignities. His propaganda machine portrays him as an all-knowing sage who will lead China to a new era of global greatness. His word is practically law, and such a warning as he gave Biden would have induced fear and obedience among his compatriots. Yet the American leader not only stood firm; he even went on to lecture the Chinese dictator.

Xi is only too aware that the United States stands in the way of his grand ambitions for Chinese hegemony. His desperate desire to break free from American global power motivates much of his policy: his partnership with Russian President Vladimir Putin, his campaign for economic self-reliance, the expansion of China's nuclear arsenal. As yet, though, China can't shake off Washington's sway. China still needs the dollar, American capital, and the U.S. global-security system to sustain its own rise.

And perhaps nothing encapsulates Xi's predicament better than the microchip. Xi needs the smallest and fastest chips to fulfill his dream of transforming China into a technology powerhouse. But China doesn't make them. Nor does China make the immensely complex equipment needed to manufacture them. For that, Xi must rely on the U.S. and its allies--and their willingness to share the technology.

But those nations are no longer willing. Amid intensifying competition, Biden exploited American dominance in semiconductors to gain an advantage and hold back China's technological and economic progress. The chip tells us a lot about the true balance of power between the U.S. and China, and the difficulties Xi faces in his efforts to tip that balance his way.

Xi gambled that he could partner with Russia and Iran, undermine the U.S.-led global order, and build a military designed to challenge American power--do all that and still benefit from the U.S. technology the Chinese economy needs to advance his ambitions. Perhaps he believed that capitalist greed would override national-security concerns, or thought he could rely on inaction from a divided and preoccupied Washington. Perhaps, too, he underestimated the complexities of the semiconductor industry and what it would take to develop the chips China needs.

Whatever Xi's assumptions, he picked a chip war with a superior power before he had the armory to wage it.

Michael Schuman: China has gotten the trade war it deserves

China has been catching up with the U.S. and other advanced economies in many sectors, including telecommunications, green energy, and high-speed trains. In semiconductors, however, China still lags. American companies command half of the global chip market compared with China's 7 percent, according to the Washington-based Semiconductor Industry Association in 2023. 

The U.S. advantage is most pronounced at the technology's frontier: the powerful chips that drive the industries of the future, such as artificial intelligence. The newest AI chip developed by the U.S. giant Nvidia is 16 times faster than the one currently sold by the Chinese telecom company Huawei Technologies.

The lead held by the U.S. and its partners over China is even wider in the equipment needed to manufacture advanced chips. The best machinery a Chinese company can produce makes chips that are 28 nanometers wide; the industry's cutting-edge equipment can make 2-nanometer chips.

Closing this gap was always going to be tough for China. Semiconductors are very challenging to manufacture, which is why only a handful of companies around the world excel at doing so. Biden made the task even more onerous. In 2022, his administration barred U.S. companies from selling the most advanced chips and chip-making equipment to China without a special license, effectively isolating the Chinese tech sector. Biden also persuaded its allies Japan and the Netherlands--the two other leading sources of semiconductor machinery--to introduce their own bans. The Biden controls also prevent other foreign chip-making firms that use U.S. technology, such as the industry leader Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co., from producing advanced chips for Chinese firms.

The export controls "target all segments of the semiconductor value chain simultaneously," Gregory Allen, the director of the Wadhwani Center for AI and Advanced Technologies at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me. That's why Xi will find Biden's policy "extremely difficult to overcome."

The White House stresses that the controls are meant not to impede Chinese economic development but to ensure American security. Advanced chips can be used to upgrade Chinese military capabilities, which is obviously contrary to Washington's interests. But the controls will also have a wider, potentially damaging effect on China's tech sector, and thus the country's economic future. They could, for instance, hamper progress in AI by depriving Chinese firms of the fastest chips.

Xi's warning to Biden was merely his latest attempt to get the controls lifted. His government has protested them as unjust and tried to make their removal a condition for improved relations. A day after the ban was announced, China's foreign ministry accused Washington of "abusing export-control measures to wantonly block and hobble Chinese enterprises." The spokesperson went on to argue that "by politicizing tech and trade issues and using them as a tool and weapon," the U.S. "will only hurt and isolate itself when its action backfires."

Biden's response was to place even tighter restrictions on the sale of AI chips to China last October. The Chinese can keep protesting, but "there is nothing they can say that will make a difference," Allen told me. "These export controls are not designed to be part of some tit-for-tat horse trading." Instead, he said, "they are designed to work."

And they do. The restrictions on chip-making equipment have very likely prevented Chinese companies from producing super-small semiconductors for the immediate future. The loss of American AI chips is probably also slowing the advance of large language models and other AI development in China.

The longer these controls remain in place, the more painful they will become. As the U.S. chips and equipment that China does have become obsolete and cannot be replaced, its companies will have an even harder time competing with American rivals for the fastest and best technology.

"Export controls are like throwing a wrench in the gears of China's chip industry," Jimmy Goodrich, a senior adviser to the Rand Corporation on technology and China, told me. Over time, China will encounter "more and more challenges in maintaining the pace of innovation," he said, "and with the rest of the world moving quickly on the innovation ladder, there will be a larger and larger gap" between the Chinese and American tech sectors.

Read: The U.S. has a microchip problem. Safeguarding Taiwan is the solution.

Xi's only way to slip Washington's grip is for China to manufacture the technology itself. A decade ago, he launched a campaign to replace chips brought from American companies by developing a homegrown semiconductor industry, and his government has spent hundreds of billions of dollars to make that happen.

Yet Xi has fallen short. In 2015, he set a target of making China 70 percent self-sufficient in chips by 2025, a goal he probably won't come close to meeting. The usually boastful Communist Party-run news outlet Global Times projected that self-sufficiency reached 30 percent last year.

Production targets alone are almost meaningless; the bigger question is whether China can manufacture cutting-edge chips. On that, Beijing has made progress. For the first time, Huawei this year caught the wary eye of Nvidia, which designated the Shenzhen-based company a "competitor." And last September, Huawei created a stir by unveiling a new smartphone, the Mate 60 Pro, that has an advanced, 7-nanometer chip--a breakthrough for China. The Chinese public, egged on by state-controlled media, heralded the phone as a nationalist triumph. An image of U.S. Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo (who is responsible for implementing the export controls) doctored to show her as a Huawei brand ambassador was passed around on Chinese social media.

In fact, the Huawei chip demonstrated how effective Washington's sanctions are. The 7-nanometer chip still trails the global industry. Taiwan's TSMC is already mass-producing a 3-nanometer chip. Huawei's touted triumph was even a step backwards. Five years ago, the company, which has been under U.S. sanctions that came into effect in 2019, was getting a 5-nanometer chip from a partnership with TSMC.

But now cut off from TSMC's services, Huawei has been forced to produce inferior chips in Chinese foundries that are unable to manufacture more advanced chips. In response to my questions, the company did not comment on the specifics of its chip operations but acknowledged that "we still have serious challenges ahead," and it noted that "technology restrictions and trade barriers continue to have an impact on the world."

Facing this technology deficit, Xi's state-heavy methods offer no guarantee of breakthroughs. One of the main investment programs, known as the Big Fund, has been embroiled in corruption scandals--several of its managers are subject to a highly embarrassing anti-graft investigation. In addition, the subsidies have encouraged Chinese companies to build factories that manufacture legacy chips, using older technology, and has led to fears that China could flood the global market, leading Biden to announce in May that the U.S. will double the tariff on imported Chinese semiconductors from 25 to 50 percent by next year.

Perhaps the most damaging error of Xi's preference for state control is to undermine innovation in China's private sector. In his quest to consolidate power, Xi has harassed prominent tech companies and entrepreneurs, including Alibaba founder Jack Ma. That hostile environment in Xi's China is competing with a talent-rich, firmly established, and well-remunerated ecosystem in the U.S., where innovation is driven by entrepreneurial zeal.

Xi has instead fostered a business climate in which "you don't want to be too successful," Andrew Harris, the deputy chief economist at the U.K.-based research firm Fathom Financial Consulting, told me. "There is always this implicit option that the state can requisition your technology," and that acts as "a massive disincentive" to be creative.

China may never match, let alone surpass, the United States in chips. By the time Chinese companies reach one goal, their foreign competitors have moved further ahead. "That's constantly a struggle that any latecomer has to deal with," Rand's Goodrich told me. "You're trying to close the gap, but the gap is constantly moving forward."

A recent report by the Semiconductor Industry Association and Boston Consulting Group forecasts that China will manufacture domestically only 2 percent of the world's advanced chips in 2032. "Ten years ago, they were two generations behind. Five years ago, they were two generations behind, and now they're still two generations behind," G. Dan Hutcheson, the vice-chair of the research firm TechInsights, told me. "The harder they run, they just stay in place."

Michael Schuman: Why Biden's block on chips to China is a big deal

In Beijing's telling, Washington's actions are those of a rich hegemon keeping its boot on the throat of a poorer nation pursuing its own development. But the reality Xi faces is that the U.S. has no obligation to share its technology with other countries--and that's especially true of China, which has become a more and more adversarial competitor.

Now China faces the daunting task of building a single-nation chip supply chain in an otherwise highly globalized industry. That the Chinese economy can excel at every link of that chain seems highly improbable. Goodrich believes that the cost of trying to do so could run to $1 trillion. Lacking their competitors' equipment and experience, domestic producers would operate at higher cost and less efficiency, and so could export only with continued, heavy state subvention. Already, Hutcheson estimates that advanced chips cost as much as five times more to make in China as those manufactured by Taiwan's TSMC.

Xi's strategy has little economic rationale--in fact, he has made China's economic progress harder than it had to be. "The sense it makes is from a national-security perspective," Hutcheson said. But that's true only because Xi's premise is that cooperation with the U.S. is contrary to China's national interests. The evidence available so far from the chip war suggests that China's continued ascent would have been better served if Xi had maintained a partnership with Washington.

Instead, China must bear the immense financial burden of re-creating at home what it could have acquired abroad--and even then, it is not likely to benefit as much as it could have from emerging technology compared with other major economies with access to the best the world has to offer. Xi not only has hampered Beijing's attainment of great-power status, but has actually achieved the reverse: By choosing a China hostile to the U.S., he now leads a weaker China.
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India Is Starting to See Through Modi's Nationalist Myth

The prime minister claimed the support of a Hindu god. His country didn't buy it.

by Vidya Krishnan




Throughout my childhood, I fell asleep in a world full of elephant gods, monkey armies, and eight-handed goddesses. Before bed, my grandmother would tell me stories from ancient Hindu epics as I snuggled against her soft cotton sari. My favorite was the Ramayana, the tale of an exiled prince named Ram who goes on a journey to save his wife and defeat an evil empire before returning home to claim his rightful throne. Like millions of Indian children, I saw Ram's love, righteousness, and tolerance as a model for my own life.

Today, Indians are being shown a version of Ram that's nothing like the figure I remember. Over the past decade, I've watched Prime Minister Narendra Modi render the deity an avatar of violent nationalism. In his telling, Ram isn't a broad-minded king but a wrathful avenger, ready to punish Muslims for their supposed offenses against India's Hindu majority. Officials in Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) post images of Ram with six-pack abs, drawing his bow and arrow--a far cry from the Ram in my grandmother's temple, who smiles beside his family. The politicization of Ram culminated earlier this year, when Modi consecrated a temple to the god on the same spot where Hindu radicals once demolished a centuries-old mosque. This was meant to incite Modi's base of Hindu nationalists, whose devotion is a key reason Modi won a third consecutive term yesterday, even as the BJP seems to have lost a significant number of seats in Parliament.

Modi's transformation of Ram is part of a decades-long attempt by India's right wing to "Hinduize" one of the most religiously diverse countries in the world--the birthplace of not only Hinduism but also Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism. Modi presents India's 200 million Muslims as "infiltrators" and suggests that Ram can subdue them. But using Ram as a political weapon defiles the great achievement of modern India: religious tolerance. It defiles Hinduism, too, by undermining one of its fundamental teachings--nonviolence--and turning its hero into a monster.

Read: India is not Modi, we once said. I wish I still believed it.

Hindu mythology maintains that when Ram became king, he established a utopian society defined by social harmony, justice, and noncoercion (ahimsa)--values that would influence Mahatma Gandhi and help enshrine nonviolence as a cultural ideal in postcolonial India. Modi has now made Ram a mascot for the destruction of those same values, as Hindu nationalists have assaulted Sikhs and Muslims, torched an Islamic library, and lynched minorities. The perpetrators of attacks such as these have chanted "Jai Shri Ram"--"Victory to Lord Ram"--a rallying cry for nationalists around the country.

Nobody has corrupted Ram's image like Modi has, but he isn't the first to change it. Since the Ramayana was composed, some 2,500 years ago, it has been told and retold, each time a little differently. Like other enduring epics, it got folded into local customs as it traveled. India's Ramayana is very different from the one in Indonesia, where the story made room for Javanese gods. Politics have changed the Ramayana too. According to Ankur Barua, a scholar of Hinduism at the University of Cambridge, Hindus started to depict a more militaristic Ram during the British occupation of India, when imperial soldiers occasionally showed up in iconography as bloodied victims or vanquished demons.

India's Muslims became central characters in Ram's story in December 1992. In Ayodhya, where Modi recently consecrated his temple, Hindus stormed a mosque that was built in 1528, spurring protests that killed nearly 2,000 people, mostly Muslims. The Hindu mob thought that the mosque stood on the site of Ram's birth, a belief that had inspired antagonism between Hindus and Muslims for more than a century. After the mosque was destroyed, a new era in Indian politics began. The BJP's influence expanded as it pledged to replace the Ayodhya mosque with a Ram temple. A long legal dispute ensued over whether such a temple could be built, putting Ram at the center of a nationalist campaign that pitted Hindus against Muslims. Modi took office in 2014; five years later, a verdict from India's supreme court cleared the way for him to fulfill his party's promise. In an echo of 1992, the recent consecration also prompted violence against Muslims, though on a smaller scale.

Indian law prohibits politicians from making religious appeals to voters, but the new Ram temple features regularly in Modi's speeches as well as in BJP's manifesto. Its consecration--equal parts reelection bid and religious spectacle--was a clear violation of India's secular democratic norms: In India, temples are consecrated by priests, not prime ministers. Virtually every news channel broadcast Modi's election-year stunt. The government declared a national holiday, closing banks, courts, and hospitals across the country. Last month, Modi went back to Ayodhya and staged a political rally. By associating himself with Ram and taking on the mantle of Hindu nationalism--even telling supporters that he was chosen by God--Modi has tried to distract from the high unemployment, rising prices, and hunger crisis that have marked his tenure as prime minister.

Read: Many Indians don't trust their elections anymore

But in transforming Ram, Modi has done much more than advance his own political ends. As stories such as the Ramayana are retold, they preserve their culture's traditions and distill its values. They provide heroes, meaning, and lessons that remain useful across time. Now one of India's most important stories--one that embodies the kind of tolerance that the modern constitution promises--is being replaced with a cooked-up tale of resentment and bigotry. It presumes that India is a Hindu nation, and that achieving peace and unity is simply a matter of subjugating, or expelling, the Muslims who live here.

As a Hindu, I find that story not only repugnant but also absurd. Before my grandmother died, she taught me that Hinduism loses nothing by tolerating other religions. Her Hinduism was not threatened by Muslims praying in public, eating meat in their own house, or marrying people who don't share their faith. Her Hinduism was light enough to carry in her memory, preserved by the stories that she was told as a kid and that she used to tell me. When those stories are lost, so is faith--not just religious faith, but faith in the kind of society they describe.

The BJP's poor showing yesterday, which included losing the constituency that houses the Ram temple, suggests that Indians are beginning to see through Modi's nationalist myth. They have an opportunity to reclaim the stories that helped form the country's ideals--and that can now help save them. As violence and prejudice have become chronic, India's children need those stories more than ever.
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The Failing State Next Door

Mexico has its first woman president. But her big win may be a bigger danger to democracy and security.

by David Frum




President Joe Biden's next big foreign-policy crisis was waiting for him at his desk this morning: a southern neighbor heading fast toward authoritarianism and instability.

Over the past six years, Mexico's autocratic president, Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, has sought to subvert the multiparty competitive democracy that his country achieved in the 1990s. He has weakened the independent election agency that guaranteed free and fair elections. He has broken the laws and disregarded the customs that limited the president's power to use the state to favor his preferred candidates. He has undermined the independence of the judiciary.

Mexican democracy gained a brief respite in 2021, when Lopez Obrador lost his supermajority in Congress, removing his ability to rewrite the constitution at will. That respite temporarily reprieved the independence of the Mexican central bank and other government agencies not yet subordinated to direct presidential control. The electoral victory that Lopez Obrador delivered to his chosen successor yesterday--59 percent of the presidential vote (as of this writing), apparently a large majority of the state governorships, almost certainly a restored supermajority in Congress--concentrates more power in Lopez Obrador's Morena party than any other Mexican government has wielded since the days of one-party rule.

The new Congress will take office on September 1; the new president will not do so until October 1. This means that, for a month, absolute power over the Mexican constitution will be in Lopez Obrador's hands.

David Frum: The man who now controls the U.S. border

Lopez Obrador's successor in the presidency is Claudia Sheinbaum, formerly the mayor of Mexico City. Sheinbaum will be the first woman to head the Mexican state, the first person of Jewish origin, the first from the academic left. These "firsts" will generate much excitement internationally. They should not obscure, however, her most important qualification: her career-long subservience to Lopez Obrador.

Of the three candidates within the ruling party who vied for Lopez Obrador's favor, Sheinbaum was the one with the smallest and weakest following among Morena's rank and file. Sheinbaum got the nod not because Lopez Obrador wanted a pathbreaker, but because he wanted someone he could control after his mandatory departure from office at the end of a six-year term. Lopez Obrador has built mechanisms to maintain his grip on Mexican politics, including a referendum at the presidency's three-year mark, which provides a means of recalling Lopez Obrador's successor if she disappoints him and his following.

I interviewed Sheinbaum in Mexico City in January 2023. I found her highly intelligent but lacking in the people-pleasing ways of a professional politician. Most strikingly, she repeated every dogma of Lopez Obrador ideology without a millimeter of distancing: The independent election commission was bad; the elections that Lopez Obrador had lost earlier in his career were stolen from him; the act of replacing impersonal social-service agencies with personal handouts of cash from the presidential administration to the poor amounted to a social revolution equal to the other great transformations of the Mexican past, including the Mexican Revolution of 1913.

Lopez Obrador repeatedly described the 2024 election not as a choice among candidates, but as a referendum on his record. He used every instrument of the state to win that referendum. The most important of those instruments was the selective deployment of violence.

The six years of the Lopez Obrador presidency have been the most violent of Mexico's modern history. We cannot know the exact number of those killed, because Lopez Obrador destroyed the independence of the national statistical agency. Crime numbers are now often tampered with for political purposes. But a credible estimate suggests that more than 30,000 homicides have occurred in each year of Lopez Obrador's rule: nearly 200,000 altogether. (The United States, with nearly three times Mexico's population, registers fewer than 20,000 homicides a year, and the number is dropping.) Only a tiny fraction of Mexican homicides are effectively pursued by the legal system. Tens of thousands of people have disappeared without a trace.

Read: The world leader backing Trump's state of denial

Most of Mexico's killings are not the result of personal disputes or casual street violence. Mexico is under attack from what has aptly been called a "criminal insurgency." U.S. officials have long privately warned that the Mexican state is losing control of its national territory, something that Secretary of State Antony Blinken publicly stated in 2023.

When Mexico's security forces clash with a criminal syndicate, they can still win--but typically at terrible cost. In January 2023, Mexican security forces engaged a group of gunmen in Sinaloa. The forces had the advantage of surprise and helicopter gunships. They still suffered heavy losses in the shootout: 10 dead soldiers, 19 cartel members killed, and dozens of people wounded, to capture one most-wanted man. But in aggregate, the syndicates outgun the government.

What this means for Mexican democracy is very stark: Politicians and journalists, in particular, live or die according to whether the criminal syndicates believe they are protected by the state. I described last year the case of a prominent Mexican television personality who narrowly escaped death when his car was riddled with bullets after the president denounced him at his daily media briefing. In this most recent election cycle, more than 30 candidates for office were murdered. An opposition candidate for mayor in the state of Guerrero was gunned down in front of cameras. Hundreds more candidates have faced threats or, in some cases, have been kidnapped, on both the ruling and opposing sides.

On the eve of the election, a Mexican political analyst explained the violence to the Los Angeles Times: "Organized crime needs some kind of understanding with the authorities. That may be a kind of negotiation that can be friendly, or skirts legality, or involves bribes and collusion--or it can be violent, with threats, extortion or direct aggression." The criminal cartels want to eliminate politicians they regard as enemies, but they also want to maintain a working relationship with the national government.

Lopez Obrador's own relationship with the cartels is murky. In January, ProPublica reported on an internal investigation by the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration suggesting that criminal cartels had likely directed $2 million in donations to Lopez Obrador's first campaign for president, in 2006. Lopez Obrador indignantly denied the story and demanded an apology from the Biden administration for the DEA's assessment. The tougher line pursued by the Biden-era DEA is one reason Lopez Obrador has so openly preferred Donald Trump as Mexico's American partner; he even traveled to Washington, D.C., to praise Trump to Mexican American voters during the 2020 election--and then delayed congratulating President-elect Biden for several weeks after the election.

There's no denying that Lopez Obrador has close personal relationships with important traffickers. Also in 2020, he visited a dusty mountain town in Sinaloa to pay respects to the mother of the drug lord known as El Chapo. When, that same year, the U.S. arrested a Mexican general (and former defense minister) on drug-trafficking charges, Lopez Obrador publicly suggested--and privately threatened--to withhold antidrug cooperation unless the man was let go. Having then secured his release, Lopez Obrador decorated the general at a public ceremony.

Lopez Obrador came to power in 2018 with a huge mandate that he won in a free and fair election. Sheinbaum comes to power via an election that was free but not so fair. Because she lacks Lopez Obrador's charisma and popular appeal, her survival will depend on whether she can tilt the rules even more radically in favor of the ruling party.

Anne Applebaum: There is no liberal world order

In her campaign speeches, Sheinbaum committed herself to a highly contradictory program to please all political factions. She vowed more welfare spending, but also more fiscal discipline. She promised to respect the independence of the central bank while remaining faithful to the Lopez Obrador vision of consolidated power. She expressed desire for warm relations with the United States while also rejecting crackdowns on organized crime in favor of addressing "the causes" of crime. If that program runs into trouble and she gets her supermajority, Sheinbaum will have the means to suppress opposition and dissent.

A Mexico that is losing its democracy will also continue to lose authority to the criminal syndicates. For Americans, the big question is: How much authority can the Mexican state lose before it fails altogether?

The fundamental paradox of Mexican society is this: The presidency is too strong; the state is too weak. Lopez Obrador aggrandized the presidency still more and thus weakened the state even more. Now this powerful presidency will be occupied by a protegee beholden to a predecessor who aspires to control everything from behind the scenes. The impending power struggle between them can only work to the advantage of the forces of criminality and chaos that threaten to consume America's southern neighbor.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/06/failing-state-mexico-sheinbaum/678585/?utm_source=feed
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What Europe Fears

American allies see a second Trump term as all but inevitable. "The anxiety is massive."

by McKay Coppins




In early April, a crowd of diplomats and dignitaries gathered in the Flemish countryside to toast the most powerful military alliance in the history of the world, and convince themselves it wasn't about to collapse.

They arrived in a convoy of town cars that snaked down a private driveway and deposited them outside Truman Hall, a white-brick house set on 27 acres of gardens and hazelnut groves. Originally built by a Belgian chocolatier, the estate was sold to the American government at a discount--a thank-you gift for liberating Europe--and became the residence of the U.S. ambassador to NATO. Tonight, Julianne Smith, the inexhaustibly cheerful diplomat who currently holds the job, was stationed at the front door, greeting each guest.

The reception was part of a two-day onslaught of ceremonial activity ostensibly organized to celebrate the 75th anniversary of NATO. There were photo ops and triumphant speeches. The original copy of NATO's founding charter was brought from Washington, D.C., for display, left open to the most important lines in the treaty, Article 5: "The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all ..." Officials ate cake, and declared the alliance stronger than ever.

At Truman Hall, every effort was made to keep the mood festive despite a storm looming outside. Beneath a backyard tent, Secretary of State Antony Blinken spoke, followed by NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg.


Jens Stoltenberg (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Omar Havana / Getty.)



Stoltenberg, lean and unrumpled, decided to do something diplomatically unorthodox: acknowledge reality. Anxiety about America's commitment to the alliance had been omnipresent and unspoken; now Stoltenberg was directly addressing the dangers of a potential U.S. withdrawal from the world.

"The United States left Europe after the First World War," he said, adding, with a measure of Scandinavian understatement, "That was not a big success."

The wind was picking up outside, pounding the flaps of the tent and making it difficult to hear. Stoltenberg raised his voice. "Ever since the alliance was established," he said, "it has been a great success, preserving peace, preventing war, and enabling economic prosperity--"

A strong gust hit the tent, rattling the light trusses above. Guests glanced around nervously.

Stoltenberg stumbled. "The great success has been, uh, enabled or has happened not least because of U.S. leadership--"

Another gust, and the large chandelier hanging over the crowd began to swing. Murmurs rippled through the audience. Stoltenberg, perhaps aware of the unfortunate symbolism that would result from a NATO tent collapse, got quickly to the point.

"I cannot tell you exactly what the next crisis or the next conflict or the next war will be," he said, but "as long as we stand together, no one can threaten us. We are safe."

Stoltenberg would tell me weeks later that the speech was intended as a rallying cry. That night, it sounded more like a plea.

The undercurrent of dread at Truman Hall was not unique. I encountered it in nearly every conversation I had while traveling through Europe this spring. In capitals across the continent--from Brussels to Berlin, Warsaw to Tallinn--leaders and diplomats expressed a sense of alarm bordering on panic at the prospect of Donald Trump's reelection.

"We're in a very precarious place," one senior NATO official told me. He wasn't supposed to talk about such things on the record, but it was hardly a secret. The largest armed conflict in Europe since World War II was grinding into its third year. The Ukrainian counteroffensive had failed, and Russia was gaining momentum. Sixty billion dollars in desperately needed military aid for Ukraine had been stalled for months in the dysfunctional U.S. Congress. And, perhaps most ominous, America--the country with by far the biggest military in NATO--appeared on the verge of reelecting a president who has repeatedly threatened to withdraw the U.S. from the alliance.

Fear of losing Europe's most powerful ally has translated into a pathologically intense fixation on the U.S. presidential race. European officials can explain the Electoral College in granular detail and cite polling data from battleground states. Thomas Bagger, the state secretary in the German foreign ministry, told me that in a year when billions of people in dozens of countries around the world will get the chance to vote, "the only election all Europeans are interested in is the American election." Almost every official I spoke with believed that Trump is going to win.






The irony of Europe's obsession with the upcoming election is that the people who will decide its outcome aren't thinking about Europe much at all. In part, that's because many Americans haven't seen the need for NATO in their lifetime (despite the fact that the September 11 terrorist attacks were the only time Article 5 has been invoked). As one journalist in Brussels put it to me, the alliance has for decades been a "solution in search of a problem." Now, with Russia waging war dangerously close to NATO territory, there's a large problem. Throughout my conversations, one word came up again and again when I asked European officials about the stakes of the American election: existential.

"The anxiety is massive," Victoria Nuland, who served until recently as undersecretary for political affairs at the State Department, told me. Like other diplomats in the Biden administration, she has spent the three-plus years since Trump unwillingly left office working to restabilize America's relationship with its allies.

"Foreign counterparts would say it to me straight up," Nuland recalled. "'The first Trump election--maybe people didn't understand who he was, or it was an accident. A second election of Trump? We'll never trust you again.'"



BERLIN, GERMANY



To understand why European governments are so worried about Trump's return, you could study his erratic behavior at international summits, his fraught relationship with Ukraine's president and open admiration for Russia's, his general aversion to the liberal international order. Or you could look at the exceedingly irregular tenure of Trump's ambassador to Germany, Richard Grenell.

Four years after he left Berlin, people in the city's political class still speak of Grenell as if they're processing some unresolved trauma. The mere mention of his name elicits heavy sighs and mirthless chuckles and brief, frozen stares into the middle distance. For them, Grenell's ambassadorship remains a bitter reminder of what working with the Trump administration was like--and what Trump's return would mean.

Often, people will tell you about the parties.

Hosting social functions is part of an ambassador's job. But the parties Grenell threw were more eclectic than a typical embassy reception. The guest lists were light on German political elites--many of whom Grenell made a sport of publicly tormenting--and featured instead a mix of far-right politicians, semi-canceled intellectuals, devout Christians, gay Trump fans, and sundry other friends and hangers-on. Standard social etiquette was at times disregarded; so was good taste. When Grenell hosted a superhero-themed Halloween party at the ambassador's residence in 2019, one male guest came dressed in a burka, while another wore a "suicide bomber" costume. Photos from the party circulated privately among mystified German journalists. "It was a freak show," recalled one Berlin-based reporter who saw the pictures and who, like others I spoke with, requested anonymity to speak candidly about the former ambassador. (Grenell declined my request for an interview.)

The scandalized reaction to Grenell's parties was emblematic of his broader reception in Berlin. A right-wing foreign-policy pundit and Twitter troll--he once posted that Rachel Maddow should "take a breath and put on a necklace" and talked about Michelle Obama "sweating on the East Room's carpet"--he arrived in Germany in May 2018 at a moment of growing geopolitical anxiety. Despite efforts by German Chancellor Angela Merkel to develop a normal working relationship with Trump, the new president seemed intent on antagonizing Europe--hitting allies with tariffs, abruptly withdrawing from the Iran nuclear deal, and constantly questioning the need for NATO. Another ambassador might have seen it as his job to ease tensions. But Grenell was not just any ambassador.

He was belligerent and uncouth, less a diplomat than a partisan operative. He was "a special animal," Wolfgang Ischinger, a former German ambassador to the U.S., told me. "He did not play by the rules."

Hours after starting the job, Grenell tweeted a terse warning that "German companies doing business in Iran should wind down operations immediately." A few weeks later, he invited a Breitbart News reporter to his residence and said he planned to use his position to "empower other conservatives throughout Europe"--a comment widely interpreted as a political endorsement of European far-right parties, and one he later had to walk back.


Richard Grenell (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Bernd von Jutrczenka / Picture Alliance / Getty.)



Grenell wasn't any more tactful in private. In his first meeting with the German foreign ministry, according to a former diplomatic official in Berlin who was briefed on the encounter, Grenell announced, "I'm here to implement the American president's interests." The officials, taken aback by his audacity, tried politely to correct him: No, he was there to lobby for America's interests. But Grenell didn't seem to see the difference.

He hung a giant oil painting of Trump in the entryway of the ambassador's residence, and made a party trick out of flaunting his access to the White House. He would call the Oval Office "for fun" just to show that "he had a direct line to the U.S. president," recalled Julian Reichelt, a friend of Grenell's who was then the editor of the right-leaning German tabloid Bild.

As Trump escalated his crusade against the European political establishment--publicly rooting for Merkel's right-wing opponents and identifying the European Union as a "foe"--Grenell seemed eager to join in. After the president hijacked a NATO summit in July 2018 to deliver a tirade against countries that weren't spending enough on defense, Grenell did his best to replicate the performance in Berlin.

The ambassador quickly became a villain in the German press. The magazine Der Spiegel nicknamed him "Little Trump." German politicians publicly called on the U.S. to recall Grenell. One member of the Bundestag compared him to a "far-right colonial officer"; another was quoted as saying that he acted like "the representative of a hostile power."

Some observers would later speculate that the bad press was the product of a leak campaign by Merkel's government to isolate Grenell. Others believed that he deliberately courted outrage. "He didn't care a bit about his reputation here," Christoph Heusgen, the chair of the Munich Security Conference, told me. "He cared about offending the Germans and making headlines because he knew his boss would love that." Soon enough, the president was referring to Grenell as "my beautiful Ric" and reportedly telling advisers that his man in Berlin "gets it."

Grenell's defenders would later argue that his hardball tactics got results. Take, for example, his vociferous opposition to the Nord Stream 2 pipeline. The U.S. had long objected to its construction, which would dramatically increase Germany's reliance on Russian energy. But Grenell pressed the issue much harder than his predecessors had--sending letters threatening sanctions against companies that worked on the project, and successfully lobbying Berlin to import American liquefied natural gas. After Russia invaded Ukraine, German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier admitted that clinging to Nord Stream 2 had been a "mistake."

To Grenell's admirers, it was his effectiveness that made him unpopular in Berlin. "The ideal U.S. ambassador for your average German government," Reichelt told me, "just talks nicely about, like, the American dream and transatlantic relations and blah blah and freedom blah blah and what we can learn from each other." Grenell refused to be a mascot. "He was doing politics--he was actually driving policies," Reichelt said. (Reichelt was fired from Bild in 2021 after The New York Times reported on a sexual relationship he'd had with a subordinate; Reichelt denied abusing his authority.)

But by the time Grenell left Berlin, the mutual disdain between the ambassador and the political class was so thick that some wondered if he'd kept an enemies list. Grenell, who briefly served as Trump's acting director of national intelligence, is reportedly on the shortlist for secretary of state or national security adviser in a second Trump administration, which means he'd be in a position to make life difficult for political leaders he disfavors. "I know many of these ministers, and they would be afraid," one prominent German journalist told me. "I think he's a guy who doesn't forget."

The Germans are bracing for Trump's return in other ways. Inside the foreign ministry, officials have mapped out a range of policy areas likely to be destabilized by his reelection--NATO, Ukraine, tariffs, climate change--and are writing detailed proposals for how to deal with the fallout, multiple people told me. Can Trump's moods be predicted? Who are his confidants, and how can the government get close to them?

The Germans have a contingency plan for President Joe Biden's reelection too, but few seem to think they'll need it. They're preparing for a third scenario as well: a period of sustained uncertainty about the election's outcome, accompanied by widespread political violence in the U.S. Nuland, the recently departed State Department official, told me that, based on her conversations with foreign counterparts, Germany isn't alone in planning for this possibility. "If you are an adversary of the United States, whether you're talking about Putin, Iran, or others, it would be a perfect opportunity to exploit the fact that we're distracted," she said.

Rene Pfister, Der Spiegel's Washington bureau chief, told me that the first Trump administration left Germany struggling with difficult questions about its relationship with the U.S. Was America still interested in being the leader of the free world, or would it be governed by ruthless self-interest like China and Russia? Could it be counted on to defend its allies if Trump were reelected? "The Germans always had the impression that, regardless of the political affiliation of the president, you can rely, on the big questions, on the United States," Pfister told me. "I think this confidence is totally shaken."



BRUSSELS, BELGIUM



One afternoon in early April, I listened in as Julianne Smith, the U.S. ambassador who'd hosted the event at Truman Hall, conducted a virtual press briefing from NATO headquarters. Journalists had called in from across Europe, and their questions reflected the unease on the continent. A reporter from Portugal asked about the prospect of NATO countries reinstating military conscription in light of the Russian threat. Another, from Bulgaria, asked Smith to respond to politicians there pushing to withdraw from the alliance. A TV-news correspondent from North Macedonia asked whether Smith thought Russia would take the Balkans next if Ukraine fell.

When President Biden set about filling diplomatic posts after his election, he made reassuring rattled allies a top priority. Smith fit the mold of a model ambassador--a career foreign-policy wonk with deep government experience and comfortingly conventional views on America's role in the world. She also brings a boundless Leslie Knopeian energy to the job, and has been well schooled in the finer points of diplomat-speak: She scarcely mentions a country or region without first establishing friendship--"our friends in the Middle East," "our friends in Portugal"--and she does not talk to these friends; she only "engages" them (as in "I went to the Vatican quite a while ago to engage them on the war.").


Julianne Smith (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Omar Havana / Getty.)



Listening to the press briefing, I thought Smith did well--she sounded calm and confident and relentlessly optimistic. But when the briefing ended, I was ushered into a hallway to await my scheduled interview with the ambassador, and I overheard her fretting to an aide about how she'd handled a question about recent Ukrainian strikes on energy infrastructure inside Russia. American officials, worried about escalation, were reportedly urging Ukraine to stop the attacks, and Smith had responded that the U.S. was "not particularly supportive of" Ukraine going after targets on Russian soil. Now she was second-guessing herself. Maybe she should have said that the U.S. doesn't "encourage" the attacks, or that the attacks don't have America's "blessing." (Last week, the Biden administration gave Ukraine permission to use American weapons to attack Russian targets in limited circumstances.)

"Maybe I'm splitting hairs," I heard Smith say. "Just with my lack of sleep, I didn't have my game face on. I didn't nail it." She sounded exhausted.

During our interview, I asked Smith if the job was what she'd expected. She laughed: "No, no, no." Part of what had appealed to her about the NATO post was the potential for a 9-to-5 lifestyle. Her kids were still young, and she'd been looking forward to some work-life balance. Then, six weeks after she moved to Brussels, Russia invaded Ukraine, and all of a sudden she was at the center of a geopolitical crisis.

Smith told me her ambassadorial role is unique in that she doesn't have just one host country to worry about when she makes public statements. She's speaking to audiences in dozens of countries, and each one needs to hear something different from her. "You have to sit down and understand: 'What is it that's keeping you awake at night?'" she said. Maybe it's an errant Russian missile entering their airspace. Or a destabilizing wave of refugees. Or a cyberattack. Or tanks crossing their borders. "They're obviously looking to hear time and time again that the U.S. commitment to the alliance, and particularly Article 5, is ironclad and unwavering."

Smith has developed an arsenal of sanguine talking points to convey this message. She cites U.S. opinion polls showing strong support for NATO. She rehearses America's long, bipartisan history of standing by its European allies. "For over seven decades," she told me, "American presidents of all political stripes have supported this alliance."

I encountered the same performative positivity in meetings with American diplomats throughout Europe. In Warsaw, Ambassador Mark Brzezinski sat in the airy living room of his residence and talked about the "economic efficiencies" America has enjoyed as a result of its alliance with Poland. "The Poles are spending billions of dollars to protect themselves, mostly buying from U.S. defense contractors," he said. In Berlin, Ambassador Amy Gutmann met me in an embassy room overlooking the Brandenburg Gate and recounted the heroic role America had played in the massive airlift that broke the 1949 Soviet blockade of West Berlin. "Before I came here," Gutmann told me, "President Biden said, 'Make sure you tell every person you meet in Germany how important the U.S.-German relationship is.' And I've done that."

But sentimental rhetoric and gestures of goodwill only go so far. George Kent, the U.S. ambassador to Estonia, told me about an Earth Day photo op he'd taken part in earlier this year. The plan was to plant a tree at the Park of Friendship in central Estonia. Upon arrival, he was greeted by a kindly septuagenarian gardener who'd been participating in the tradition for decades. Kent tried to make small talk about horticulture, but the gardener had other things on his mind: "Can we talk about the vote in Congress?" He wanted the latest news on the Ukraine aid package.

In interviews, State Department officials in Washington, who requested anonymity so they could speak candidly, acknowledged that efforts to "reassure" European allies are largely futile now. What exactly can a U.S. diplomat say, after all, about the fact that the Republican presidential nominee has said he would encourage Russia to "do whatever the hell they want" to NATO countries that he considers freeloaders?

"There's not really anything we can do," one U.S. official told me. European leaders "are smart, thoughtful people. The secretary isn't going to get them in a room and say, 'Hey, guys, it's going to be okay, the election is a lock.' That's not something he can promise."



WARSAW, POLAND



"What the fuck is happening in the United States?"



Agnieszka Homanska, seemingly startled by her own outburst, slowly placed her hands on the table as if to calm herself. "Sorry for being so frank." We were sitting in a crowded bistro in downtown Warsaw with retro pop art on the walls and American Top 40 playing from the speakers. Homanska, a 25-year-old grad student and government worker who wore sneakers and a T-shirt that said BE BRAVE, was trying to explain how Poles her age felt about this year's U.S. election.

Homanska exhibited none of the casual contempt for America often associated with young people in other European capitals. In the history she grew up learning, Americans were the good guys--defeating the Nazi occupiers, tearing down the Iron Curtain. Surveys consistently find that Poland is the most pro-America country in Europe, and one of the few where public opinion doesn't change based on which party controls the White House. Ronald Reagan is a hero to many here; so is George H. W. Bush. In Poland, the mythology of America--vanquisher of tyrants, keeper of the democratic flame--persists. The U.S. is still a city on a hill.

But the Trump era punctured Homanska's image of America, as it did for many younger Poles. Trump's refusal to concede the 2020 election was jarring to those who saw the U.S. as an aspirational democracy. The storming of the Capitol on January 6 "was broadcast on every television," she told me. Trump's criminal charges--and his recent conviction on 34 felony counts in a Manhattan court--have made the news here too. "People don't understand why Trump can still run for president." (Like others I spoke with, Homanska was also confused by the fact that Joe Biden, who struck her as feeble and out of touch, is running again--were these really the best options America could muster? I told her she wasn't alone in wondering about this.)

Many Poles see Trump through the prism of their own country's recent politics. The right-wing nationalist Law and Justice party came to power in Poland a year before Trump's election, and spent the next eight years co-opting democratic institutions, from the courts to the civil service to the public media. The government maintained a cozy relationship with Trump--President Andrzej Duda famously proposed naming an American military base in Poland after him--and he is still popular among conservative Poles. But last year, an intense electoral backlash to Law and Justice produced the largest voter turnout in Poland's post-Soviet history, driven by young people. The new government, a coalition spanning from the center-left to the center-right, is focused on repairing Poland's democracy.

After the election, Homanska decided to postpone her planned studies in Canada so she could help rebuild her country. When I asked her which countries she looked to as democratic role models, she mentioned Finland and Estonia, another former Soviet country that has successfully modernized. "Maybe there is something about the maturity of French democracy," she added.

And America? I asked.

Homanska hesitated. "I don't think that people my age would perceive America as an ideal way to create a democratic society," she replied. She seemed almost apologetic.


Illustration by Chantal Jahchan. Source: NATO Archives Online.





Many of the Poles I met were especially perplexed by one recent display of U.S. political dysfunction: the struggle to pass a military-aid package for Ukraine earlier this year. Polls showed that a majority of Americans supported the funding. Reporting suggested that most members of Congress favored it too. But somehow, because Trump opposed it, a minority of Republicans in the House had succeeded in holding up the bill for months while Ukraine was forced to ration bullets and let Russian missiles level buildings. Although the aid package finally passed in late April, some Western officials worry that the battlefield advances Russia made during the delay will be difficult to reverse.

The Russian threat is no abstract matter in Poland, where Prime Minister Donald Tusk has talked about living in a "prewar era" and regularly urges citizens to prepare for a conflict. I heard stories about people stocking up on gold and looking for apartments with basements that could double as bomb shelters. Schools are running duck-and-cover drills, and shooting ranges have become more popular as people realize they might soon need to know how to handle a gun. One Polish woman told me about a phone call she'd received from her aunt, who was wondering if she should restain her wood floors or save her money because her house might be destroyed soon anyway.

In Warsaw, Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs Radek Sikorski (who is married to the Atlantic writer Anne Applebaum) told me, "you will feel the physical vulnerability." Travel 200 miles north and you reach Kaliningrad, where Russia is said to house nuclear weapons; go 200 miles east, and you hit the Ukrainian border. "It concentrates the mind."

Poland has recently increased defense spending to 4 percent of its GDP--well beyond the standard of 2 percent set by NATO, and higher even than in the U.S. But officials know they'll never be able to fend off a hostile Russia alone.

"It's an existential threat," Aleksandra Wisniewska, who was elected to Poland's Parliament last year, told me. Like other Polish politicians I spoke with, Wisniewska--a 30-year-old former humanitarian aid worker who now sits on the foreign-affairs committee--was reluctant to say anything that might alienate the former, and perhaps future, American president. But she wanted me to understand that the choice American voters make this fall will reverberate beyond U.S. borders.

"I fear that the old United States that we all almost revere," Wisniewska told me, is "now sort of self-sabotaging. And by consequence, it will jeopardize the safety and security of the entire global order."



FRANKENBERG, GERMANY



The U.S. Army's 2nd Cavalry Regiment left Vilseck, Germany, before dawn on April 9 in a convoy of camouflaged jeeps, fuel tankers, armored vehicles, and trucks packed with soldiers and ammunition. They rumbled past windmills and pastoral villages, stopping only for fuel. Speed was essential: The road march to Bemowo Piskie, Poland, was more than 800 miles, and the fate of the Western world was--at least hypothetically--at stake.

The regiment was training for a long-dreaded crisis scenario: a Russian invasion of the Suwalki Gap. The 60-mile stretch of Polish farmland is sparsely populated but strategically important. If Russian forces annexed the territory, they could effectively seal off Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia from the rest of NATO. To save the Baltic states, allies in Northern Europe would have to mobilize quickly.

During a refueling stop at a German barracks in Frankenberg, U.S. Army officers rattled off facts to me about the Stryker, a lightweight armored vehicle that looks like a tank but can drive up to 60 miles an hour, and demonstrated a language-translation app they'd developed to facilitate communication among allied troops. The drill they were conducting that day was part of a monthslong NATO military exercise--the largest since the end of the Cold War--involving all 32 allied countries; more than 1,000 combat vehicles; dozens of aircraft carriers, frigates, and battleships; and 90,000 troops. Although NATO officials have been careful not to single out Russia by name, the intended audience for the war games was clear. "Are exercises like this designed to send a message? They are, absolutely," Colonel Martin O'Donnell told me as soldiers in fatigues milled around nearby. "The message is that we're here. We're ready. We have the capability to work with our allies and partners and meet you, potential adversary, wherever you may be."

But the demonstration in Frankenberg sent another, perhaps less convenient, message as well. The convoy rushing to confront a theoretical Russian invasion was composed almost entirely of U.S. soldiers driving U.S. vehicles filled with U.S.-made guns and bullets and missiles. They'd link up with military units from other NATO countries eventually. But if America were removed from the equation, would the battle group in Bemowo Piskie stand a chance?

Whether Trump wins or not, there's a growing consensus in Europe that the strain of American politics he represents--a throwback to the hard-edged isolationism of the 1920s and '30s--isn't going away. It's become common in the past year for politicians to talk about the need for European "defense autonomy."

"We can't just flip a coin every four years and hope that Michigan voters will vote in the right direction," Benjamin Haddad, a member of France's National Assembly, said at an event earlier this year. "We have to take matters in our own hand."

What exactly that would look like is a subject of intense debate. Italy's foreign minister recently proposed forming a European Union army (an idea that's been raised and rejected many times in the past). Others have suggested diverting resources from NATO to a separate European defense alliance (though European countries are not immune to the kind of populist nationalism that could make such alliances dysfunctional). Replacing the so-called nuclear umbrella provided by the U.S. arsenal would require countries such as Germany and Poland to develop their own nuclear stockpiles, to supplement the small ones France and the United Kingdom already have.

Within NATO, the immediate priority is "Trump-proofing" the alliance. In the past 18 months, Finland and Sweden have joined, each bringing relatively capable and high-tech militaries. Secretary-General Stoltenberg has also proposed shifting responsibility for Ukrainian arms deliveries from the U.S. to NATO in case the next administration decides to abandon the war.

Most notably, allied countries have dramatically increased their own military spending. I spoke with several officials who grudgingly credited Trump for this development--something NATO officials and U.S. presidents had spent decades advocating for unsuccessfully. In 2017, when Trump took office, only three allies, plus the U.S., were spending at least 2 percent of their GDP on defense. This year, that number is expected to rise to at least 18. Trump's criticism of paltry defense budgets was not only effective, Stoltenberg told me, but fair. "European allies have not spent enough for many years," he said. (No doubt Russia's invasion of Ukraine also factored into the increased spending.)

Even with the funding influx, many officials believe Europe still has a long way to go before it could defend itself alone. The U.S. has some 85,000 troops currently stationed in Europe--more than the entire militaries of Belgium, Sweden, and Portugal combined--and provides essential intelligence gathering, ballistic-missile defense, and air-force capabilities. "Dreaming about strategic autonomy for Europe is a wonderful vision for maybe the next 50 years," Ischinger, the former German ambassador, told me. "But right now, we need America more than ever."

That reality has left politicians and diplomats across Europe honing their theories of Trump-ego management ahead of the U.S. election. To some, the former president's emotional volatility represents a grave threat. The former diplomatic official in Berlin told me that in May 2020, Merkel called Trump to inform him that she wouldn't be traveling to Washington for the G7 summit out of concern for COVID. Trump was enraged, according to the diplomat, who requested anonymity to describe a private conversation, and the call grew heated. A week later, Trump announced plans to permanently withdraw nearly 10,000 U.S. troops from Germany--a move seen within Merkel's government as a petty act of revenge. (Biden later reversed the order; a spokesperson for the Trump campaign did not respond to a request for comment.)

Others think Trump's ego could make him easier to manipulate. "He's very transactional, and he's very narcissistic," the senior NATO official, who's met Trump multiple times, told me. "And if you combine the two, then you can sell him--" the official paused. He recited an expression in his native language. Roughly translated, it meant "You can sell him turnips as if they're lemons."

What's striking about these calculations is how thoroughly allies have already adjusted their perception of the U.S. relationship. I noticed a certain pattern in my conversations with European political leaders and diplomats: At some point in almost every interview, the European would begin pitching me on how much the U.S. benefits economically from the alliance. Preserving peace in Europe has sustained decades of lucrative trade for U.S. companies. A broader Russian war on the continent would be felt in the average American's pocketbook. I later learned that these talking points were being encouraged by NATO officials as well as the U.S. State Department. The thinking behind the strategy is that Americans need to hear why supporting European allies is in their self-interest.

"They keep telling us how important it is to go and convince the housewives in Wisconsin and the farmers in Iowa," a senior official from an allied country grumbled to me. "How many Americans are going to the housewives of southern Estonia or ... the countryside in France to tell why Europe should stand by the United States?" He noted that the alliance protects the U.S. as well.

The more I listened to prime ministers and parliamentarians deliver the same earnest spiel, the more dispiriting I found it. At its most idealistic, the transatlantic alliance has always been about a shared commitment to democratic values. Now Europeans are bracing for an America that behaves like any other transactional superpower. Several officials expressed fears that Trump would turn America's NATO membership into a kind of protection racket, threatening to abandon Europe unless this ally offers better trade terms, or that ally helps investigate a political enemy.

"We are exposed," Bagger, the German state secretary, told me. Europe's alliance with America, he said, "has served as our life insurance for the last 70 years."

And with Vladimir Putin seizing territory in Europe and trying to unravel NATO, what choice would these countries have but to accept Trump's terms?



NARVA, ESTONIA



The city of Narva sits on Estonia's eastern border, separated from Russia by a river and a heavily guarded bridge. Some experts believe that if World War III breaks out in the coming years, this is where it will begin. The city is overwhelmingly populated by ethnic Russians, many of whom don't speak Estonian and are therefore ineligible for citizenship. Western officials fear Putin might try to use the same playbook he developed in Crimea--enlisting Russian separatists to stoke unrest and create a pretense for annexing the city. Such a move would effectively dare the West to go to war with a nuclear power over a small Estonian city, or else watch the credibility of their vaunted alliance collapse. NATO calls this "the Narva scenario."

On a cold spring morning, I drove two hours from the Estonian capital of Tallinn and arrived at the border-crossing station, a red-brick box of a building on the edge of the Narva River. There I met Aleksandr Kazmin, a border guard with close-cropped hair and a friendly face who spoke broken English with a thick Russian accent. He wore a patch on his coat that said Politsei and a gun on his hip.

The border checkpoint once saw a steady stream of commuters and tourists traveling back and forth between Russia and Estonia--at its peak, Kazmin told me, the station processed 27,000 people in a single day. But travel dropped dramatically once the war in Ukraine started. In the months following the invasion, many of the people coming across the Narva border were refugees. Then, earlier this year, Russia closed its side of the road for "renovations," meaning that the only way to cross the bridge now is by foot. On the morning I visited, I saw a thin trickle of travelers--moms pushing strollers, young people with backpacks--shuffle in and out of the station.

Kazmin told me that the war had divided Narva, as it had the wider Russian diaspora. Those who are "already integrated in Estonian society" generally oppose Putin's aggression, he said, but some "don't want to integrate--they are living in Russian-media world." He rolled his eyes before muttering in resignation, "Nothing to do. It's their choice."

I asked Kazmin if I could walk to the actual border, and he obliged. As we made our way across the bridge, passing a tangle of barbed wire that had been pushed to the side, he warned me that we might see a Russian border guard filming us from the checkpoint on the other side. Kazmin didn't know exactly why the Russians did this--he guessed it was some kind of intelligence-gathering tactic--but it often happened when he brought a visitor to the bridge.

Sure enough, as we got closer, a guard appeared in the distance. He didn't seem to have a camera, so I asked Kazmin if I could wave at him. Kazmin cautioned against it. Communication between the two sides, even for benign logistical coordination, is strictly regulated: Only specially trained officials at the station are allowed to talk to the Russians, and they do so using a Cold War-era crank phone.

We stopped when we reached the middle of the bridge. Kazmin told me this was the closest we would get to Russia, explaining that there was no permanent, official border; it was understood that the deepest point of the river was what technically separated the two countries, and that shifts over time. The spot was strangely beautiful. Below us, a current of water rushed toward the Baltic Sea; above us, a flurry of snow fell from the gray sky. Two imposing medieval fortresses faced each other from either side of the river, one built by the occupying Danes in the 13th century, the other by a Muscovite prince two centuries later--twin relics of conquests past. As I took in the view, Kazmin bounced up and down to keep warm, stealing glances at his Russian counterpart.

I thought about how much more precarious the world must feel to those living in a place like this, doing a job like his. The day before my visit to Narva, I had interviewed Estonian Prime Minister Kaja Kallas, who talked about the stakes of preserving the transatlantic alliance. Her country has a population of 1.3 million and is roughly the size of Vermont. She recalled sitting in a meeting with other world leaders shortly after her election where they discussed the Russian threat. "I made a note in my notebook: 'For some countries here, talking about security and defense is a nice intellectual discussion,'" Kallas told me. "'For us, it's existential.'"

After dozens of interviews, I'd become desensitized to politicians using this word. But walking back across the bridge, I thought I understood what she meant.

Kazmin pointed to a tall flagpole perched beside the Narva station. At the top, the Estonian flag waved in the wind; beneath it, a navy-blue flag with the NATO seal. He said that flag had been installed only a few months earlier. I asked him if he thought the day would ever come when he saw Russian tanks rolling across the bridge. Kazmin got quiet for a moment. He said Russia's government has long promised that it would not attack the Baltics--but that Putin had said the same thing about Ukraine.

"When they tell us they will not do something," he said, "it means for us that they can do it--or will do it."
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Biden's Bold Gaza Cease-Fire Gambit

The president has pushed events as far as he can, but even American presidents have their limits.

by Yair Rosenberg




For weeks, American officials have referred to an "extraordinarily generous" offer made by Israel to secure a cease-fire and hostage deal with Hamas in Gaza. Today, President Joe Biden told the world what that offer actually is. Speaking from the White House, Biden laid out a multistage "Israeli proposal" for ending the current war and called on Hamas to accept its terms, and for the Israeli leadership to stand behind the deal despite internal right-wing pressure to fight on.

"This new proposal has three phases," the president said. "The first phase would last for six weeks. Here's what it would include: a full and complete cease-fire, a withdrawal of Israeli forces from all populated areas of Gaza, the release of a number of hostages--including women, the elderly, the wounded--in exchange for the release of hundreds of Palestinian prisoners."

American hostages, Biden noted, would be freed during this time, while Gazan civilians would return to their homes and humanitarian aid would surge into the Strip. Notably, this latest proposal contains a key Israeli concession. Prior negotiations ran aground after Hamas insisted that it be able to include dead hostages, as opposed to just living ones, in the number required by the agreement's first phase. In his speech, Biden indicated that Israel had now acceded to this previously rejected stipulation. "Some remains of hostages who have been killed will be returned to their families," he said, "bringing some degree of closure to their terrible grief."

Yair Rosenberg: The Gaza cease-fire that wasn't

Negotiators, the president continued, would use the six weeks of the deal's first phase to hammer out its next one, which would serve to secure the release of the remaining living hostages and a complete withdrawal of Israeli forces from Gaza. Biden made sure to note that the cease-fire would be extended as long as these negotiations were ongoing, even if they were not complete at the six-week mark. The agreement's third and final phase would couple an international initiative to rebuild Gaza with the release of the bodies of any remaining hostages. "It's time for this war to end," the president concluded, "and for the day after to begin."

For close observers, most of the information in Biden's speech was not new. Many details from the negotiations between Israel and Hamas had already been leaked to the Israeli and international press. But Biden's remarks are the first time that the terms of the proposed deal have been officially confirmed. By making this material public, Biden clearly hopes to pressure the parties to finally come to an agreement. But the key decisions remain beyond his control.

To begin with, contrary to some mistaken reporting, Hamas has rejected every Israeli offer to date--and the terrorist group has good reason to think that this strategy is working in its favor. In the past month alone, the prosecutor of the International Criminal Court requested arrest warrants for Israeli leaders, while the International Court of Justice called for Israel to curtail its operation in the southern-Gaza city of Rafah. With global pressure only increasing on Israel, the Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar may be content to wait for outside actors to compel Israel to accede to his demands and end the war without his releasing a single hostage. This will lengthen the hostilities, during which Palestinian civilians will pay the price, but Hamas--which embeds itself among civilians and built its war machine out of aid and infrastructure intended for civilians--has openly said that it is not responsible for Gaza's civilians.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu also has reason to torpedo this proposal--even though he probably authorized it. As Biden said in his remarks, Israel has indeed made far-reaching offers to Hamas to wind down the war. But a proposal made behind closed doors by negotiators is not the same as one that can withstand the public pressures of Israeli politics. Biden made explicit reference to this challenge in his speech: "I know there are those in Israel who will not agree with this plan and will call for the war to continue indefinitely--some are even in the government coalition."

Netanyahu has a long history of painstakingly negotiating sensitive agreements only to jettison them after backlash from his right-wing base. And Netanyahu's base--to say nothing of his far-right partners--does not want to end this war, believing that the total elimination of Hamas should supersede other war aims. The prime minister's most hard-line allies also dream of resettling Gaza, which any cease-fire deal would preclude. Given this reality, it's entirely possible that Netanyahu could turn on a proposal that he himself initiated if he thinks it imperils his political standing.

For now, the prime minister is characteristically keeping his options open. In response to Biden's speech, Netanyahu's office released a short, carefully worded statement: "The Government of Israel is united in its desire to return the hostages as soon as possible and is working to achieve this goal. The Prime Minister authorized the negotiating team to present a proposal to that end, which would also enable Israel to continue the war until all its objectives are achieved, including the destruction of Hamas's military and governing capabilities. The actual proposal put forward by Israel, including the conditional transition from one phase to the next, allows Israel to uphold these principles." Israelis are currently observing Shabbat, so the full contours of the country's reaction to Biden's remarks--and the pressures on Netanyahu--won't be apparent until later in the weekend.

Yesterday, Hamas released a statement to the media declaring that it would not return to the negotiating table unless the fighting stopped beforehand. If the group sticks to this absolutist stance, which would leave all of the hostages under its control, Biden's appeals will go nowhere. In response to Biden's speech, however, Hamas appeared to indicate greater flexibility without explicitly signaling agreement to the details of the proposed deal, whose fate remains in limbo. The president has pushed events as far as he can, but even American presidents have their limits.
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            Warrior horse racing in Japan, scenes from the Cannes Film Festival in France, a new volcanic eruption in Iceland, a Memorial Day display in Boston, an anti-drone-technology display in Ukraine, a performance by AC/DC in Italy, competitive surfing in Tahiti, and much more
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                [image: People walk through a hall of mirrors lit only by many reflected green laser beams.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People view an installation of projections and lights called "Dark Spectrum," located in old tram tunnels, as part of the annual Vivid Sydney festival in Sydney, Australia, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: People wearing 17th-century uniforms and helmets re-create a battle using long pikes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                English Civil War Society reenactors re-create the 17th-century Battle for Wimborne, on May 26, 2024, in Wimborne Minster, England. More than 600 society members took part in the reenactment, which culminated in two large battles between the Royalists and the Parliamentarians.
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                [image: A bird holds a small bundle of pine needles in its beak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A female eastern bluebird holds a clump of sticks and pine needles she is using to pad a nesting box in Freeport, Maine, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A seagull flies near a stream's surface, carrying a small fish in its beak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Seagulls living in the Lake Van Basin feed by hunting migrating pearl mullets in Van, Turkey, on May 26, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ali Ihsan Ozturk / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A surfer kneels low on her board, riding through the curl of a large crashing wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. surfer Caroline Marks competes during the Shiseido Tahiti pro in Teahupo`o, on the French Polynesian Island of Tahiti, on May 25, 2024. Teahupo`o will host the surfing events of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jerome Brouillet / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A hockey player holds a trophy at a celebration as beer is splashed over his head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Roman Cervenka of Czechia holds the trophy and has beer thrown on him by his teammates during the IHF Ice Hockey World Championship gold-medal celebrations at Old Town Square in Prague, Czech Republic, on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A basketball player makes a face while hanging from a basket and kicking both legs up, above two opponents.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Real Madrid's Dzanan Musa reacts after scoring a basket during the EuroLeague Final Four match between Real Madrid and Olympiacos Piraeus at Uber Arena in Berlin, Germany, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of graduating sailors in dress uniforms toss their caps in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Midshipmen toss their caps into the air as they celebrate during the commissioning and graduation ceremony at the U.S. Naval Academy, in Annapolis, Maryland, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of soldiers in dress uniforms stand at attention in very neat rows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Honor-guard members attend a welcome ceremony for Equatorial Guinea President Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasogo at the Great Hall of the People, in Beijing, China, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: An older rock musician plays a guitar onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Angus Young of the band AC/DC performs at RCF Arena in Reggio nell'Emilia, Italy, on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing full-body protective gear hangs in a basket beneath a crane arm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An ABC (atomic, biological, and chemical) specialist soldier of the Bundeswehr, the German armed forces, hangs from a crane before demonstrating the chemical decontamination of a vehicle while participating in the Quadriga military exercises involving German, French, Dutch, and Lithuanian troops on May 29, 2024, near Pabrade, Lithuania.
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                [image: A soldier wears a backpack with a large device attached, showing two cooling fans and what appear to be six thick antennas.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian serviceman tests a backpack fitted with anti-drone technology during a presentation of radio-electronic warfare and radio-electronic intelligence systems of the Ukrainian company Kvertus, in the Lviv region, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A young person in camouflage uniform carries small American flags while walking through a field of thousands of such flags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eric Teo Lopez of the Fitchburg ROTC program works to replace damaged flags as he stands in a field of some 37,000 American flags as part of a Memorial Day Flag Garden at the Soldiers and Sailors Monument in Boston Common on May 25, 2024. Each flag represents a Massachusetts service member who gave their life defending the country, from the Revolutionary War until today.
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                [image: Central Park filled with sunbathers and picnickers lying on blankets]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People sunbathe in Central Park, in the Manhattan borough of New York City, during Memorial Day weekend on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: A child splashes water on his head, playing in a fountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child cools himself off in front of the Uber Arena in Berlin, Germany, on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a small boat passing by a large iceberg near a rocky shore]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tour boat passes near an iceberg that drifted south on the Labrador Sea from Greenland in Saint Lunaire-Griquet, Newfoundland, Canada, on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Many spouts of lava erupt along a fissure, creating a sort of wall of lava in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A volcano spews lava in Grindavik, Iceland, on May 29, 2024. A series of earthquakes before the eruption Wednesday triggered the evacuation of the popular Blue Lagoon geothermal spa. The eruption began in the early afternoon north of Grindavik, a coastal town of 3,800 people that was also evacuated.
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                [image: The tall supports and cables of a bridge shine in bright sunlight, backdropped by dark clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Queensferry Crossing road bridge over the Forth Estuary, seen in bright sunlight between thundery downpours, on May 29, 2024, in South Queensferry, Scotland.
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                [image: Two podlike houses, built on floating platforms, sit in a harbor, just offshore.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Sea Pod Eco floating bungalows off Puerto Lindo, Colon province, Panama, on May 25, 2024
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                A buffalo cools off in the Kizilirmak Delta in Samsun, Turkey, on May 18, 2024.
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                An aerial view of a heart-shaped lake in Rodgau, near Frankfurt, Germany, seen on May 24, 2024
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                An adult periodical cicada is silhouetted by a distant building light, shortly after shedding its nymphal skin, on May 18, 2024, in Charleston, Illinois.
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                [image: Two people stand beside a water-filled bomb crater, next to damaged buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On May 26, 2024, Sergii Polituchyi, a Ukrainian publisher and businessman, shows a Reuters journalist one of the craters next to his printing house, left by a recent Russian missile strike, in Kharkiv, Ukraine.
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                [image: Dozens of people sit side by side in chairs set up on a road through the rubble of destroyed buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians eat food prepared by a charity kitchen near houses destroyed in the Israeli military offensive, in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on May 30, 2024.
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                [image: Several crates, suspended beneath pairs of parachutes, drop from the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Humanitarian-aid supplies are air-dropped into the city of Khan Younis, Gaza, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A view of many war-damaged and destroyed buildings in the distance, with a field of sunflowers in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture, taken from Israel's southern border with the Gaza Strip, shows destruction in the Palestinian territory beyond a field of sunflowers, on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks on an elevated path above lake water, through a forest of evenly spaced trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist visits Luyang Lake Wetland Park in Yangzhou, Jiangsu province, China, on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: Two people kneel to examine part of a very long coil of thick cables.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees inspect submarine cables at Qingdao Hanhe Cable Co. in Qingdao, Shandong province, China, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A person in costume dances in a parade while holding a horned mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman holding a mask dances Diablada during the festival of Senor del Gran Poder ("Lord of the Great Power") parade in La Paz, Bolivia, on May 25, 2024. The parade, which has been held in La Paz since 1930, mixes Catholicism, local traditions, and folklore from the Andean region.
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                [image: A person playfully poses for photographers, resting their chin on a tabletop, appearing to be only a head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Chinese actor Wang Chuanjun plays around for photographers during a photocall for the film "She's Got No Name" at the 77th edition of the Cannes Film Festival in Cannes, France, on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: A boy stands on top of the locomotive of a passenger train, with other riders visible on the train's roof behind him, as the train moves through an area crowded with people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy stands atop a train as it makes its way through the Kamlapur Railway Station, in Dhaka, Bangladesh, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: A horse race in Japan, where the riders are dressed as historical armored warriors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed as armored warriors compete in a horse race during a traditional summer event in the Fukushima Prefecture city of Minamisoma, northeastern Japan, on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: A young person smiles on a spelling-bee stage, surrounded by falling confetti.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Twelve-year-old Bruhat Soma, of Tampa, Florida, reacts after winning the 2024 Scripps National Spelling Bee at the Gaylord National Resort and Convention Center on May 30, 2024, in National Harbor, Maryland. Soma spelled 29 words correctly in a tiebreaker spell-off to win the competition. The competition began with 245 spellers from around the world.
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                [image: An athlete runs through a cascade of confetti and balloons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Laura Phillipp of Germany celebrates winning the women's race at Ironman 70.3 Kraichgau on May 26, 2024, in Kraichgau, Germany.
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                [image: A person poses on a red carpet, the train of their dress flowing behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Leonie Hanne poses on the red carpet during arrivals for the screening of the animated film "La Plus Precieuse des Marchandises" ("The Most Precious of Cargoes") in competition at the 77th Cannes Film Festival, in Cannes, France, on May 24, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sarah Meyssonnier / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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 Saudi Deal the U.S. Actually Needs

The United States and Saudi Arabia seem fated to deepen their partnership. We should make that partnership as functional as possible.&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Andrew Exum




A long-rumored deal to form a strategic partnership between the United States and Saudi Arabia looks doomed to fail because of Israel's inability to accept a path toward Palestinian statehood in exchange for normalized ties with Saudi Arabia.

As the deal collapses, though, it is worth asking: What kind of relationship should the United States and Saudi Arabia aspire to? What is reasonable for each side to ask of the other?

On a recent trip to the kingdom, I spent a week speaking with Saudis from various backgrounds: wealthy businessmen from the eastern province, young Saudi women starting out in careers unimaginable to their mothers, senior government officials responsible for topics including privatization and foreign policy, and young Saudi men doing everything from starting their own law firm to driving for Uber after their government job had ended for the day.

Beyond their usual warm hospitality, and their patience with my rusty Arabic, I was struck by two things in conversations with Saudis: First, it is hard not get caught up in the infectious confidence they have about the direction their country is headed in. They feel like they are building something new--and judging by the innumerable construction cranes on Riyadh's skyline, they are.

Andrew Exum: A peace deal that seems designed to fail

Second, there is deep frustration and even disillusionment with the United States. As a former government official, I am used to the regular complaints, such as the tiresome allegations that the United States is "abandoning" the region (despite the tens of thousands of troops that continue to garrison the Persian Gulf). But I heard newer, more disturbing concerns. At dinner with a dozen or so older Saudi men one night--almost all of whom had a degree from a U.S. university--I heard real reservations about sending their children and grandchildren to the United States to study: Gun violence, societal divisions, and populist politics in America were all cited as reasons to send their children to the United Kingdom or Europe instead. One Saudi who had gotten his Ph.D. in the United States worried that "the America I love is tearing itself apart at the seams." And for what it's worth, I heard something very similar from a group of businessmen in Singapore two weeks later.

Yet I also found Saudis eager for a closer partnership with the United States. No country on Earth can match the United States when it comes to our technology, military power, and dynamic economy. (Joe Biden's campaign would love for American voters to see our economy the way the rest of the world does.)

But is it in America's interest to forge a closer relationship with Saudi Arabia? As unpopular as the idea may be with many progressives, I think it is. Exciting changes are taking place in Saudi Arabia, and we should want to help advance them. Besides, in the Middle East, you tend to have either countries with a lot of people but not broad wealth, such as Egypt, or countries with a lot of wealth but few people, such as Qatar and the United Arab Emirates. Saudi Arabia is the only country in the region that has both, which is what makes it such an attractive market for American firms. And it's also what makes Saudi Arabia so tantalizing as a strategic partner: If Saudi Arabia could ever get its act together militarily, for example, it could be a valuable partner for the United States in the region and abroad.

The Saudis have a long list of things they want from the United States. They want investing here to be easier, for example. They complain about the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States, which scrutinizes foreign investment in sensitive technologies or crucial infrastructure. The process is necessary, but it could arrive at decisions faster, something Democratic administrations in particular have trouble making it do. And the Saudis also rightly complain that investments with no obvious national-security angle are heavily scrutinized. I spoke with many Saudis, from the most senior princes to ordinary businessmen, who took offense that the Saudi investment in golf, of all things, had become the subject of a Senate investigation. And really, who can blame them? Calm down, senators, it's golf.

The Saudis also want access to more sensitive U.S. technologies, and there is a deal to be done here. The U.S. government paved the way for a substantial Microsoft investment in the UAE's G42, a large AI firm, on the condition that the UAE would divest from problematic technological partnerships and investments in China. You "have to make a choice" between the United States and China, G42's CEO, Peng Xiao, lamented. The United States and Saudi Arabia can and should strike a similar deal.

Security is a trickier matter, and here the United States should demand as much as it offers. The Saudis want a Japan-like security guarantee from the United States, but the United States should not offer this until the Saudis can meaningfully contribute to a military coalition.

The good news for both the United States and Saudi Arabia is that some of the reforms initiated by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman--and not ones aimed at the military, interestingly--could allow the Saudis to develop military capabilities that have heretofore escaped them.

There is no reason, for example, that Saudi Arabia--a nation whose entire economy depends on the ability to move oil and gas over sea lanes--has no real navy to speak of. But training a navy is hard when sailors cannot be away from their families for more than a day or so at a time. Successful navies live at sea, and that's not an option when the wives men leave at home cannot drive themselves to the grocery store or their children to school. That's now changing, and it could be that we someday trace the development of Saudi Arabia's independent naval capabilities back to its decision to grant greater independence to its women.

Saudi Arabia's ground forces are likewise woeful. Developing competent ground forces involves deeply unsexy work--as far from a bright, shiny fighter jet sitting on a runway as possible. Infantry units must be physically fit and well drilled. I have yet to see a Saudi unit that is either. But it's clear to me that young Saudi men and women are up for a challenge, and the Saudis should do as some of their neighbors have done: Build best-in-class special-operations forces from recruits who genuinely want to be part of such units and are willing to put in the hard work and pain required. Competent Saudi special-operations units that could function as true peers alongside U.S. units would do a lot to change the perception of Saudis among their counterparts in the U.S. military.

Once Saudis have proved their ability to work alongside the U.S. military--and their ability to share the burden of clearing and defending the Straits of Hormuz and the Bab el-Mandeb waterways--the United States should consider extending security guarantees. But not before.

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

Even if the United States and Saudi Arabia fail to conclude an agreement during the Biden administration, however, I am still bullish about the future of relations between the two countries. I speak to U.S. companies on an almost-weekly basis that are interested in investing in Saudi Arabia or partnering with Saudi companies. And despite reservations about the direction in which America is headed--many of which I share, as an American--the Saudis can't take their eyes off us. I noted on my trip that many Saudis excitedly asked me about the pro-Palestinian protests taking place on our college campuses. They devour our films and media and political news, all of which are much more accessible than the same from, say, China.

The United States and Saudi Arabia seem fated to deepen their partnership. We should make that partnership as functional as possible.
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        An Island Community Displaced by Climate Change
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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, constructing 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 cellphone 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 cellphone 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: Several people ride in a small boat with an outboard motor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents of Carti Sugtupu use a boat to reach the Panamanian mainland on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of rows of dozens of small and very similar 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.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Carrying some belongings, members of the Indigenous Guna community 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.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Indigenous Guna community rest inside a community center as they await 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 of a small house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Families wait outside of 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.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Panamanian President Laurentino Cortizo (second from left) stands beside members of the Indigenous Guna community during a ceremony to hand over their new homes in Nuevo Carti, in the Guna Yala region, on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A person smiles and gestures beside a door as another person hands them a keychain with several keys.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                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 in green patterned dresses 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 gathered outside many of them]
            

            

            
        


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

            
                
                
                Martin Bernetti / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An older woman wearing a red headscarf 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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OpenAI Is Just Facebook Now

Facing one controversy after the next, the artificial-intelligence company enters a new phase.

by Matteo Wong




OpenAI appears to be in the midst of a months-long revolt from within. The latest flash point came yesterday, when a group of 11 current and former employees--plus two from other firms--issued a public letter declaring that leading AI companies are not to be trusted. "The companies are behaving in a way that is really not in the public interest," William Saunders, a signatory who, like several others on the letter, left OpenAI earlier this year, told me.



The letter tells a familiar story of corporate greed: AI could be dangerous, but tech companies are sacrificing careful safety procedures for speedy product launches; government regulation can't keep up, and employees are afraid to speak out. Just last month, Vox reported on a nondisclosure and non-disparagement agreement that OpenAI employees were asked to sign upon leaving the company. Violators risk losing all their vested equity in the company, which can amount to millions of dollars--providing a clear reason for workers to remain silent, even about issues of significant societal concern. (An OpenAI spokesperson told me in an emailed statement that all former employees have been released from the non-disparagement clause, and that such an obligation has been scrubbed from future offboarding paperwork.)

"AI companies have strong financial incentives to avoid effective oversight," the letter states, "and we do not believe bespoke structures of corporate governance are sufficient to change this." To remedy this problem, current and former employees asked advanced-AI companies to establish a "Right to Warn" about their products from within and commit to substantive, independent oversight.



The Right to Warn letter is only the latest in a string of high-profile incidents suggesting that OpenAI is no longer committed to its founding goal--to build AI that "benefits all of humanity"--and is instead in thrall to investors. OpenAI leaders' talk of a possible AI doomsday (or, conversely, utopia) has faded into the background. Instead, the company is launching enterprise software, beholden to Microsoft's $13 billion investment, reportedly closing a massive deal with Apple, and debuting consumer products. In doing so, it has sparked other controversies: a generative-AI assistant that sounds uncannily like Scarlett Johansson, despite her repeated refusal to give the company permission to use her voice. (You can listen for yourself here; the company denies copying Johansson's voice and has paused that particular bot.) Former researchers with OpenAI, at least one former board member, and national regulators have accused the company of or are investigating it for putting profit over safety, retaliating against employees, and stifling competition. OpenAI has, in other words, become a full-fledged tech behemoth--a next-generation Facebook with an ego to match. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI, independent of the editorial side of this organization.)



Read: A devil's bargain with OpenAI



The first signs of a schism at OpenAI date back three years, when a group of high-ranking employees left to form a rival start-up, Anthropic, that claimed to place a greater emphasis on safely building its technology. Since then, a number of outside academics, pundits, and regulators have criticized OpenAI for releasing AI products rife with well-known risks, such as output that was misleading or hateful. Internal dissent began in earnest this past November, when Sam Altman was removed as CEO, reportedly because of concerns that he was steering the company toward commercialization and away from its stated "primary fiduciary duty [to] humanity." (A review commissioned by OpenAI from the law firm WilmerHale later found that the ouster was not related to "product safety or security," according to OpenAI's summary of the investigation, although the report itself is not public.) Investors led by Microsoft pressured OpenAI to reinstate Altman, which it did within days, alongside vague promises to be more responsible.



Then, last month, the company disbanded the internal group tasked with safety research, known as the "superalignment team." Some of the team's most prominent members publicly resigned, including its head, Jan Leike, who posted on X that "over the past years, safety culture and processes have taken a backseat to shiny products." Fortune reported that OpenAI did not provide anywhere near the resources it had initially, publicly promised for safety research. Saunders, who also worked on superalignment, said he resigned when he "lost hope a few months before Jan did." Elon Musk--who was one of OpenAI's founding investors in 2015 and started his own rival firm, xAI, last year--sued OpenAI in March for breaching, in favor of rapid commercialization, an alleged contractual obligation to build AI for the good of humanity.



All the while, OpenAI has steadily released new products and announced new deals with some of the biggest companies around. That all but two of the Right to Warn letter's signatories are former OpenAI employees feels especially telling: This company, more than any other, has set the tone for the generative-AI era. But there are others, of course. Google and Anthropic, current and former employees of which also signed yesterday's letter, have launched a slew of consumer- and business-facing AI tools in recent months, including the disastrous rollout of AI to Google Search. (The company appears to be removing AI overviews from many queries, at least for the time being.)



An OpenAI spokesperson told me that the company takes a "scientific approach to addressing risk" and cited several instances in which OpenAI has delayed product launches until proper safeguards are put in place. The company has previously noted that raising money is the only way to acquire the massive resources needed to build the advanced AI it believes could usher in a better future. But Saunders told me that "no one should trust the company saying that they've done this process properly."



Read: OpenAI just gave away the entire game



The threats that Leike, Musk, Saunders, and dozens of other insiders are worried about are largely speculative. Perhaps, some day, self-replicating, autonomous chatbots will design bioweapons, launch nuclear attacks, or disrupt critical infrastructure. Tech executives have themselves in the past warned of these "existential" risks; Altman himself has likened his company's work to that of inventing nuclear weapons. Ex-employees might disagree over how to handle those dangers, but they tend to agree that the company is building godlike computer programs--critics of OpenAI's approach to existential harms don't have faith in the company to regulate itself, but they do have faith in the myth of Altman as the world's savior or destroyer. The less fantastical but already present dangers of AI--its capacity to foment misinformation and bias, monopolize the internet, and take jobs--tend to vanish in these discussions.



But the Right to Warn letter indicts not a specific problem with generative AI so much as the entire process by which it is currently developed: a small number of companies "outrunning the law in the sense that they are developing the [technology] faster than regulation can be passed," Saunders told me. Employees, the signatories believe, will have to fill in the gap and thus need "a right [to warn] no matter what your concern is," he said. The problem, in other words, is that OpenAI is less building the future than adopting a tried-and-true Silicon Valley model. If today's tech companies had invented electricity, we'd all be paying exorbitant prices to constantly upgrade wiring and outlets that are super sleek, pump out massive voltage, and occasionally short-circuit, singe our fingertips, or explode.



Just as scary as a profit-seeking company building a new god is yet another profit-seeking company shoving whatever software it wants down the global population's collective throat. Apple once aimed to "advance humankind," Google's unofficial motto--until it became obviously farcical--was "Don't be evil," and Facebook's mission is to "bring the world closer together." Now these are among the most valuable companies in the world, dominating smartphones, online ads, and social media, respectively. They have been accused of atrocious labor conditions, sparking a generational mental-health crisis, sucking the life out of the internet, and enabling genocide around the globe. All three face federal antitrust lawsuits, and all three have had former employees speak out against unethical business practices following alleged or feared retaliation. Eschatology gives way to escrow.


 Perhaps the most famous of these whistleblowers was Frances Haugen, who in 2021 released thousands of documents revealing that Facebook was aware of, and ignored, the ways in which it was undermining democracy around the world. The lawyer who represented her is now representing the Right to Warn signatories. Thankfully, their letter is less of an autopsy, as Haugen's was, and more of an early diagnosis of still more havoc that Silicon Valley may wreak.
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The Near Future of Deepfakes Just Got Way Clearer

India's election was ripe for a crisis of AI misinformation. It didn't happen.

by Nilesh Christopher




Before the start of India's general election in April, a top candidate looking to unseat Prime Minister Narendra Modi was not out wooing voters on the campaign trail. He was in jail. Arvind Kejriwal, the chief minister of Delhi and the head of a political party known for its anti-corruption platform, was arrested in late March for, yes, alleged corruption. His supporters hit the streets in protest, decrying the arrest as a politically motivated move by Modi aimed at weakening a rival. (Kejriwal has maintained his innocence, and the Indian government has denied that politics played a role.)

Soon after the arrest, Kejriwal implored his supporters to stay strong. "There are some forces who are trying to weaken our country and its democracy," he said in a 34-second audio clip posted to social media by a fellow party member. "We need to identify those forces and fight them." It was not Kejriwal's actual voice, but rather a convincing AI voice clone reading a message that the real Kejriwal had written from behind bars. A couple of days later, Modi's supporters mocked Kejriwal's misfortune by sharing their own AI response: a montage of images in which Kejriwal is strumming a guitar from inside a prison cell, singing a melancholic Hindi song. In classic AI fashion, there are mangled fingers and a pastiche of human faces.

Throughout this election cycle--which ended yesterday in a victory for Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party after six weeks of voting and more than 640 million ballots cast--Indians have been bombarded with synthetic media. The country has endured voice clones, convincing fake videos of dead politicians endorsing candidates, automated phone calls addressing voters by name, and AI-generated songs and memes lionizing candidates and ridiculing opponents. But for all the concern over how generative AI and deepfakes are a looming "atomic bomb" that will warp reality and alter voter preferences, India foreshadows a different, stranger future.

Before this election, India was rightly concerned about deepfakes. As cheap, accessible AI tools such as voice cloning have made it possible for almost anyone to create a political spoof, the country has already witnessed AI scandals. In the lead-up to four state elections at the end of last year, the fact-checking publication Boom Live clocked roughly 10 election-related audio deepfakes, according to the deputy editor Karen Rebelo. If a dozen audio fakes emerged during just a few state elections, Rebelo thought, the national election would see unprecedented volumes. "It was truly terrifying," she told me. "I thought, We're going to see one a day or one an hour."

And indeed deepfakes, and especially audio clones, surfaced throughout the 2024 election cycle--including ones involving false election-result predictions, simulated phone conversations, and fake celebrity criticisms. In the first week of voting, deepfaked clips went viral of the Bollywood stars Aamir Khan and Ranveer Singh criticizing Modi--a big deal considering that India's film stars don't often chime in on politics. But the dire fears of Rebelo and others haven't materialized. Of the 258 election-related fact-checks that Boom Live did, just 12 involved AI-generated misinformation. Others counted more than 12 AI fakes. Digvijay Singh, a co-founder of Contrails.ai, a deepfake-detection firm in India, told me that he helped fact-checkers investigate and debunk a little over 30 pieces of AI-generated media in April and May.

You might need only one truly believable deepfake to stir up violence or defame a political rival, but ostensibly, none of the ones in India has seemed to have had that effect. The closest India got was when footage of India's home minister, Amit Shah, falsely claiming to abolish affirmative action for lower castes prompted arrests and threats of violence. Some outlets misreported the clip as a deepfake, but it had just been edited. In part, deepfakes haven't panned out because of the technology itself: The videos and images were not that high-quality, and audio clips, although they sometimes crossed the uncanny valley, were run through detection tools from companies such as Contrails.ai. Though not perfect, they can spot signs of manipulation. "These were easy to debunk, because we had the tools," Rebelo said. "I could test it immediately."



The main purpose of AI in Indian politics has not been to create deepfakes as they have conventionally been understood: an AI spoof of a candidate saying or doing something damaging, with ambiguity around whether it's real or fake. Days before Slovakia's election last fall, for example, a fake clip emerged of a major candidate talking about rigging the vote. Instead, in India, politicians and campaigns have co-opted AI to get out their messages. Consider maybe the weirdest use of AI during the election: The team of one candidate on the ballot for the Congress Party, India's national opposition, used AI to resurrect his deceased politician father in a campaign video. In the clip, H Vasanthakumar, a member of Parliament until he passed away in 2020, endorses his son as his "rightful heir." The hyper-real video, in which the late Vasanthakumar is dressed in a white shirt and a tricolored scarf,  garnered more than 300,000 views on Instagram, and more on WhatsApp.



At the same time, official social-media accounts of political parties have shared dozens of AI-augmented posts in jest, to troll, or as satire. Despite name-checking deepfakes as a "crisis" prior to the start of the election, Modi retweeted an obviously AI-created video of himself dancing to a Bollywood tune. Another meme grafted Modi's face and voice over an artist's in a music video titled "Thief," intended to criticize his close ties to billionaires. Whether these memes are believable is sometimes beside the point. Deception is not the primary goal--Indian voters can easily tell that Modi is not actually singing in a music video. It's to drive home a message on social media.



Synthetic media has especially come into play with personalized AI robocalls. There are clear pitfalls: The United States made using AI-generated voices for unsolicited calls illegal after New Hampshire residents received ones in the voice of President Joe Biden, urging them to skip voting in the primaries. But in India, AI robocalls are now a $60 million industry, and so far are used most widely by actual politicians. For a national leader such as Modi, whose main language is Hindi but who presides over a country with 22 official languages and hundreds of dialects, AI-generated calls enabled him to endorse candidates in Telugu, a South Indian language he doesn't speak. Local leaders also used AI to deliver personalized campaign calls in regional dialects to their respective constituents, addressing voters by name. More than 50 million AI-generated calls are estimated to have been made in the two months leading up to the Indian election in April--and millions more were made in May, my reporting revealed.



Although deepfakes have not been as destructive in India as many had feared, the use of generative AI to make people laugh, create emotional appeals to voters, and persuade people with hyper-personalized messages contributes to what academics call the risk of gradual accumulation of small problems, which erodes trust. Politicians who embrace generative AI, even with good intentions, may be flirting with danger. Feigning a personal connection with voters through AI could act as the stepping stone toward the real risk of targeted manipulation of the public. If personalized voice clones become normal, more troubling uses of the technology may no longer seem out of bounds. Similarly, a barrage of mostly innocuous AI content could still damage trust in democratic institutions and political structures by fuzzing the line between what's real and what's not. India has witnessed many cases of politicians falsely trying to spin damaging clips as deepfakes--a much more believable argument when politicians are already sharing their own AI messages.



As the U.S. and other countries head to the polls this year and reckon with the political consequences of AI, they may see something similar to what played out in India. The Democratic National Committee, for example, mocked a clip of Lara Trump singing by creating an AI-generated diss track. Deepfakes might still be a problem going forward as the technology progresses. "The question is whether the volume and effectiveness of the malicious and deceptive usages within this spectrum of human and political expression will grow," Sam Gregory, the executive director of the human-rights nonprofit Witness, told me. "All the trend lines for synthetic-media production point in that direction."



For now, there are still bigger misinformation concerns than deepfakes. On May 15, Rebelo's team at Boom Live fact-checked a video going around on social media that showed a major rival to Modi, Rahul Gandhi, predicting that the prime minister would win another term. Testing the audio clip on Contrails.ai showed that there had been no manipulation using AI. It was still fake: Someone had taken a video of Gandhi claiming that Modi would not stay in office and heavily altered it with jump cuts. Even in the era of AI, "just age-old edits might still be the most impactful attack," Contrails.ai's Singh told me.
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Trump's Big New Megaphone

It was only a matter of time before he joined TikTok.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Donald Trump has officially joined TikTok. His first video, posted on Saturday night--his only post so far--is a montage showing the former president making the rounds at a UFC fight in New Jersey. He waves to fans and takes pictures with them while Kid Rock's "American Bad Ass" plays in the background.

Trump--who has appeared on WrestleMania, perfected his image on reality television, and commanded the world's attention through a demagogic Twitter account--is made for this. His account already has more than 4 million followers; the account belonging to the Biden campaign, created in February, trails far behind with about 349,000. It is a sign that social media may once again be used for political warfare by a man who poses an existential threat to American democracy; what might be shocking will instead be played for laughs and engagement on a platform that Trump attempted to ban as president.

In 2020, Trump signed an executive order that would have banned TikTok if it didn't find a U.S. buyer--over concerns that the Communist Party of China might be able to use the app to access "Americans' personal and proprietary information." (President Joe Biden eventually revoked that ban, which was never enacted; he later signed a bill that would similarly ban the app if it is not divested from its Chinese parent company.) In March, Trump reportedly softened his stance on a TikTok ban and said that Facebook is an "enemy of the people."

This change in attitude should surprise no one. Trump's political career is and always has been a circus; all that seems to matter is whether people are watching, even if they're filled with disgust. TikTok, which is defined by endlessly scrolling short-form, edited video, will play to his strengths. In the real world, when he speaks at campaign rallies, he is meandering, often devolving into gibberish. Here, all of that can be massaged away in favor of dramatic supercuts, just like the one he posted over the weekend.

Trump is, in a sense, already all over TikTok; MAGA fans are constantly sharing political commentary and remixes of his speeches. By setting up his own account, Trump now has the opportunity to steer the narrative himself even more directly. His first TikTok post came just two days after a jury in New York convicted him on all 34 felony counts against him, which the post makes no mention of.

Trump's videos, if he continues to post on the platform, will reach a crucial voting population. Polls have shown that Biden is struggling with voters ages 18 to 29--precisely TikTok's sweet spot. Nearly two-thirds of Americans in that age group say they use the platform, many of them for news. An internal TikTok report found nearly twice as many pro-Trump posts on the platform as pro-Biden posts since November, according to Puck.

These days, it's perfectly normal for a presidential candidate to join social media--they need to be wherever their constituents are. But remember: This is a candidate who was banned from Twitter and Facebook as a sitting president after his calls to violence around the January 6 riot, though his accounts were later reinstated. He will almost surely test TikTok's moderation rules. (The company did not immediately respond to a request for comment.) Meanwhile, he will slot himself right in alongside the rest of the app's standard viral fare, as if all of this is normal, even if it's very much not.
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The MAGA Internet Calls for War

Extremist rhetoric online is often a foundation for action in the physical world--but not immediately.

by Ali Breland




After a jury found Donald Trump guilty of 34 felony charges yesterday, Bronze Age Pervert, the alter ego of the edgelord influencer Costin Alamariu, retweeted one of his own posts from March. It is a movie clip depicting a scene of armed men storming buildings and gunning people down. In the text accompanying the post, Bronze Age Pervert jokes that the clip is real footage of a "well-planned neutralization operation" that will take place after Trump wins his reelection campaign.



The MAGA faithful are once again on the internet threatening violence. Lots of Republicans, of course, responded to Trump's felony verdict with simple outrage rather than calls for a "neutralization operation." But more extreme language has appeared all across the right-wing posting ecosystem. Some Proud Boys chapters responded with the word "war" on their Telegram channels, as reported by Wired, and Reuters found instances of Trump supporters calling for violence against jurors and the judge in the case, as well as calls for civil war and insurrection. An anonymous right-wing X account went viral by posting "Third World Problems Require Third World Solutions" on top of a video of the 2020 military coup in Myanmar.



The incitement of violence and aggressive political retribution is not new on the right, but it has often been confined to the hardened fringes. When it does leak out, it tends to be at least slightly obfuscated. Now though, "some of the more intense rhetoric is coming from the top," Jared Holt, an extremism researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, told me. Auron MacIntyre, a podcast host for the right-wing outlet Blaze Media, called for Republican district attorneys to manipulate the courts and put "corrupt Democrats in jail immediately," with "no excuses, no equivocation." Sean Davis, the CEO of the right-wing publication The Federalist, posted that members of the right have a "moral obligation to terrorize the Left with its own rules and tactics until it is destroyed."



So what's going to happen next? Right now, probably nothing. There is always the possibility of people taking inspiration from online posts and engaging in real-world violence--such as when a conspiracy theory about pedophilia prompted a man to show up with a gun to a pizza restaurant in Washington, D.C., in 2016, or when a white-supremacist shooter in Buffalo, New York, killed 10 people in 2022. But mass mobilizations are hard and require work. There's usually a pattern that precedes them. MAGA faithful and the far right did not wake up on January 6, 2021, and decide to storm the Capitol. The foundations for it didn't even come in the days or weeks beforehand. Instead it was a process that bore out over the course of months. And that process could be tracked, in part, in the ever more heated rhetoric and violent memes that MAGA world spread across the web.



Even as rhetoric online helped encourage energy around right-wing movements, the anti-lockdown protests at state Houses across the country are what helped truly establish the initial framework of what was possible. They showed members of the far right both that there were other people like them and that there were outlets to express what they felt. This is also part of why, in addition to the Capitol, multiple state Houses were swarmed on January 6, some requiring evacuations.



And separately, in the months leading up to January 6, two MAGA protests with thousands of attendees were held in D.C. They helped establish patterns and expanded the imagination of what was possible on the right. The idea of going to D.C. to potentially storm the Capitol becomes less far-fetched when you've seen fellow MAGA patriots show up in the city before and you've watched people do the same thing in state Houses across the country, and potentially done so yourself.



The boring little logistical things also get ironed out: Right-wing protesters established rough patterns for where they would congregate. The Hotel Harrington, in downtown D.C.,  became a recurring hot spot for out-of-towners, and the bar on its first floor, Harry's, became a known hangout for the Proud Boys and anyone who wanted to mingle with them. Everything becomes easier when you're not the first one to tread the path. January 6 "came after a buildup of social and civil unrest in the U.S.," Holt said. "People were already going into the streets and turning out for stuff."



Movements associated with the left have occasionally been able to assemble mass protests very quickly, but that's because they bear features that the right's causes generally don't have access to. (Movements on the left have also, at times, turned violent, but those who study violent extremism most closely repeatedly say that the greatest threat of political violence in the United States currently comes from the right.) The George Floyd protests reached their apex within weeks (some within days), because a majority of Americans, left or right, "oppose racism." This means very different things to different people, but it is still much more popular than Donald Trump, who despite his devoted base has at moments polled as one of the least popular presidents since the advent of modern polling.



Right now the building blocks of political violence have not been established. In August, some of Trump's supporters showed up outside a federal courthouse in D.C. when the former president was arraigned, but including the anti-Trump protesters, the count came to only about 100 people. Some of his fans demonstrated in New York City throughout his trial, but the raucous protests that Trump predicted never materialized.



Holt told me that he hasn't ruled out the possibility for violence down the line, but he thinks that the rhetoric isn't gathering momentum for grassroots violence; instead, it's building "permission structures for the next Republican majority in the U.S. to come down incredibly hard on its critics." Even though mass mobilization doesn't seem imminent, some of the rough foundations are left over from 2020. Polemical rhetoric is reaching further into the mainstream, portending something dark. But it will probably take time to get there. Until then, there will likely be escalating moments--protests and other physical action in real life, not just online--to be heeded.
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/05/amazon-returns-have-gone-hell/678518/?utm_source=feed
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What Europe Fears

American allies see a second Trump term as all but inevitable. "The anxiety is massive."

by McKay Coppins




In early April, a crowd of diplomats and dignitaries gathered in the Flemish countryside to toast the most powerful military alliance in the history of the world, and convince themselves it wasn't about to collapse.

They arrived in a convoy of town cars that snaked down a private driveway and deposited them outside Truman Hall, a white-brick house set on 27 acres of gardens and hazelnut groves. Originally built by a Belgian chocolatier, the estate was sold to the American government at a discount--a thank-you gift for liberating Europe--and became the residence of the U.S. ambassador to NATO. Tonight, Julianne Smith, the inexhaustibly cheerful diplomat who currently holds the job, was stationed at the front door, greeting each guest.

The reception was part of a two-day onslaught of ceremonial activity ostensibly organized to celebrate the 75th anniversary of NATO. There were photo ops and triumphant speeches. The original copy of NATO's founding charter was brought from Washington, D.C., for display, left open to the most important lines in the treaty, Article 5: "The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all ..." Officials ate cake, and declared the alliance stronger than ever.

At Truman Hall, every effort was made to keep the mood festive despite a storm looming outside. Beneath a backyard tent, Secretary of State Antony Blinken spoke, followed by NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg.


Jens Stoltenberg (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Omar Havana / Getty.)



Stoltenberg, lean and unrumpled, decided to do something diplomatically unorthodox: acknowledge reality. Anxiety about America's commitment to the alliance had been omnipresent and unspoken; now Stoltenberg was directly addressing the dangers of a potential U.S. withdrawal from the world.

"The United States left Europe after the First World War," he said, adding, with a measure of Scandinavian understatement, "That was not a big success."

The wind was picking up outside, pounding the flaps of the tent and making it difficult to hear. Stoltenberg raised his voice. "Ever since the alliance was established," he said, "it has been a great success, preserving peace, preventing war, and enabling economic prosperity--"

A strong gust hit the tent, rattling the light trusses above. Guests glanced around nervously.

Stoltenberg stumbled. "The great success has been, uh, enabled or has happened not least because of U.S. leadership--"

Another gust, and the large chandelier hanging over the crowd began to swing. Murmurs rippled through the audience. Stoltenberg, perhaps aware of the unfortunate symbolism that would result from a NATO tent collapse, got quickly to the point.

"I cannot tell you exactly what the next crisis or the next conflict or the next war will be," he said, but "as long as we stand together, no one can threaten us. We are safe."

Stoltenberg would tell me weeks later that the speech was intended as a rallying cry. That night, it sounded more like a plea.

The undercurrent of dread at Truman Hall was not unique. I encountered it in nearly every conversation I had while traveling through Europe this spring. In capitals across the continent--from Brussels to Berlin, Warsaw to Tallinn--leaders and diplomats expressed a sense of alarm bordering on panic at the prospect of Donald Trump's reelection.

"We're in a very precarious place," one senior NATO official told me. He wasn't supposed to talk about such things on the record, but it was hardly a secret. The largest armed conflict in Europe since World War II was grinding into its third year. The Ukrainian counteroffensive had failed, and Russia was gaining momentum. Sixty billion dollars in desperately needed military aid for Ukraine had been stalled for months in the dysfunctional U.S. Congress. And, perhaps most ominous, America--the country with by far the biggest military in NATO--appeared on the verge of reelecting a president who has repeatedly threatened to withdraw the U.S. from the alliance.

Fear of losing Europe's most powerful ally has translated into a pathologically intense fixation on the U.S. presidential race. European officials can explain the Electoral College in granular detail and cite polling data from battleground states. Thomas Bagger, the state secretary in the German foreign ministry, told me that in a year when billions of people in dozens of countries around the world will get the chance to vote, "the only election all Europeans are interested in is the American election." Almost every official I spoke with believed that Trump is going to win.






The irony of Europe's obsession with the upcoming election is that the people who will decide its outcome aren't thinking about Europe much at all. In part, that's because many Americans haven't seen the need for NATO in their lifetime (despite the fact that the September 11 terrorist attacks were the only time Article 5 has been invoked). As one journalist in Brussels put it to me, the alliance has for decades been a "solution in search of a problem." Now, with Russia waging war dangerously close to NATO territory, there's a large problem. Throughout my conversations, one word came up again and again when I asked European officials about the stakes of the American election: existential.

"The anxiety is massive," Victoria Nuland, who served until recently as undersecretary for political affairs at the State Department, told me. Like other diplomats in the Biden administration, she has spent the three-plus years since Trump unwillingly left office working to restabilize America's relationship with its allies.

"Foreign counterparts would say it to me straight up," Nuland recalled. "'The first Trump election--maybe people didn't understand who he was, or it was an accident. A second election of Trump? We'll never trust you again.'"



BERLIN, GERMANY



To understand why European governments are so worried about Trump's return, you could study his erratic behavior at international summits, his fraught relationship with Ukraine's president and open admiration for Russia's, his general aversion to the liberal international order. Or you could look at the exceedingly irregular tenure of Trump's ambassador to Germany, Richard Grenell.

Four years after he left Berlin, people in the city's political class still speak of Grenell as if they're processing some unresolved trauma. The mere mention of his name elicits heavy sighs and mirthless chuckles and brief, frozen stares into the middle distance. For them, Grenell's ambassadorship remains a bitter reminder of what working with the Trump administration was like--and what Trump's return would mean.

Often, people will tell you about the parties.

Hosting social functions is part of an ambassador's job. But the parties Grenell threw were more eclectic than a typical embassy reception. The guest lists were light on German political elites--many of whom Grenell made a sport of publicly tormenting--and featured instead a mix of far-right politicians, semi-canceled intellectuals, devout Christians, gay Trump fans, and sundry other friends and hangers-on. Standard social etiquette was at times disregarded; so was good taste. When Grenell hosted a superhero-themed Halloween party at the ambassador's residence in 2019, one male guest came dressed in a burka, while another wore a "suicide bomber" costume. Photos from the party circulated privately among mystified German journalists. "It was a freak show," recalled one Berlin-based reporter who saw the pictures and who, like others I spoke with, requested anonymity to speak candidly about the former ambassador. (Grenell declined my request for an interview.)

The scandalized reaction to Grenell's parties was emblematic of his broader reception in Berlin. A right-wing foreign-policy pundit and Twitter troll--he once posted that Rachel Maddow should "take a breath and put on a necklace" and talked about Michelle Obama "sweating on the East Room's carpet"--he arrived in Germany in May 2018 at a moment of growing geopolitical anxiety. Despite efforts by German Chancellor Angela Merkel to develop a normal working relationship with Trump, the new president seemed intent on antagonizing Europe--hitting allies with tariffs, abruptly withdrawing from the Iran nuclear deal, and constantly questioning the need for NATO. Another ambassador might have seen it as his job to ease tensions. But Grenell was not just any ambassador.

He was belligerent and uncouth, less a diplomat than a partisan operative. He was "a special animal," Wolfgang Ischinger, a former German ambassador to the U.S., told me. "He did not play by the rules."

Hours after starting the job, Grenell tweeted a terse warning that "German companies doing business in Iran should wind down operations immediately." A few weeks later, he invited a Breitbart News reporter to his residence and said he planned to use his position to "empower other conservatives throughout Europe"--a comment widely interpreted as a political endorsement of European far-right parties, and one he later had to walk back.


Richard Grenell (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Bernd von Jutrczenka / Picture Alliance / Getty.)



Grenell wasn't any more tactful in private. In his first meeting with the German foreign ministry, according to a former diplomatic official in Berlin who was briefed on the encounter, Grenell announced, "I'm here to implement the American president's interests." The officials, taken aback by his audacity, tried politely to correct him: No, he was there to lobby for America's interests. But Grenell didn't seem to see the difference.

He hung a giant oil painting of Trump in the entryway of the ambassador's residence, and made a party trick out of flaunting his access to the White House. He would call the Oval Office "for fun" just to show that "he had a direct line to the U.S. president," recalled Julian Reichelt, a friend of Grenell's who was then the editor of the right-leaning German tabloid Bild.

As Trump escalated his crusade against the European political establishment--publicly rooting for Merkel's right-wing opponents and identifying the European Union as a "foe"--Grenell seemed eager to join in. After the president hijacked a NATO summit in July 2018 to deliver a tirade against countries that weren't spending enough on defense, Grenell did his best to replicate the performance in Berlin.

The ambassador quickly became a villain in the German press. The magazine Der Spiegel nicknamed him "Little Trump." German politicians publicly called on the U.S. to recall Grenell. One member of the Bundestag compared him to a "far-right colonial officer"; another was quoted as saying that he acted like "the representative of a hostile power."

Some observers would later speculate that the bad press was the product of a leak campaign by Merkel's government to isolate Grenell. Others believed that he deliberately courted outrage. "He didn't care a bit about his reputation here," Christoph Heusgen, the chair of the Munich Security Conference, told me. "He cared about offending the Germans and making headlines because he knew his boss would love that." Soon enough, the president was referring to Grenell as "my beautiful Ric" and reportedly telling advisers that his man in Berlin "gets it."

Grenell's defenders would later argue that his hardball tactics got results. Take, for example, his vociferous opposition to the Nord Stream 2 pipeline. The U.S. had long objected to its construction, which would dramatically increase Germany's reliance on Russian energy. But Grenell pressed the issue much harder than his predecessors had--sending letters threatening sanctions against companies that worked on the project, and successfully lobbying Berlin to import American liquefied natural gas. After Russia invaded Ukraine, German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier admitted that clinging to Nord Stream 2 had been a "mistake."

To Grenell's admirers, it was his effectiveness that made him unpopular in Berlin. "The ideal U.S. ambassador for your average German government," Reichelt told me, "just talks nicely about, like, the American dream and transatlantic relations and blah blah and freedom blah blah and what we can learn from each other." Grenell refused to be a mascot. "He was doing politics--he was actually driving policies," Reichelt said. (Reichelt was fired from Bild in 2021 after The New York Times reported on a sexual relationship he'd had with a subordinate; Reichelt denied abusing his authority.)

But by the time Grenell left Berlin, the mutual disdain between the ambassador and the political class was so thick that some wondered if he'd kept an enemies list. Grenell, who briefly served as Trump's acting director of national intelligence, is reportedly on the shortlist for secretary of state or national security adviser in a second Trump administration, which means he'd be in a position to make life difficult for political leaders he disfavors. "I know many of these ministers, and they would be afraid," one prominent German journalist told me. "I think he's a guy who doesn't forget."

The Germans are bracing for Trump's return in other ways. Inside the foreign ministry, officials have mapped out a range of policy areas likely to be destabilized by his reelection--NATO, Ukraine, tariffs, climate change--and are writing detailed proposals for how to deal with the fallout, multiple people told me. Can Trump's moods be predicted? Who are his confidants, and how can the government get close to them?

The Germans have a contingency plan for President Joe Biden's reelection too, but few seem to think they'll need it. They're preparing for a third scenario as well: a period of sustained uncertainty about the election's outcome, accompanied by widespread political violence in the U.S. Nuland, the recently departed State Department official, told me that, based on her conversations with foreign counterparts, Germany isn't alone in planning for this possibility. "If you are an adversary of the United States, whether you're talking about Putin, Iran, or others, it would be a perfect opportunity to exploit the fact that we're distracted," she said.

Rene Pfister, Der Spiegel's Washington bureau chief, told me that the first Trump administration left Germany struggling with difficult questions about its relationship with the U.S. Was America still interested in being the leader of the free world, or would it be governed by ruthless self-interest like China and Russia? Could it be counted on to defend its allies if Trump were reelected? "The Germans always had the impression that, regardless of the political affiliation of the president, you can rely, on the big questions, on the United States," Pfister told me. "I think this confidence is totally shaken."



BRUSSELS, BELGIUM



One afternoon in early April, I listened in as Julianne Smith, the U.S. ambassador who'd hosted the event at Truman Hall, conducted a virtual press briefing from NATO headquarters. Journalists had called in from across Europe, and their questions reflected the unease on the continent. A reporter from Portugal asked about the prospect of NATO countries reinstating military conscription in light of the Russian threat. Another, from Bulgaria, asked Smith to respond to politicians there pushing to withdraw from the alliance. A TV-news correspondent from North Macedonia asked whether Smith thought Russia would take the Balkans next if Ukraine fell.

When President Biden set about filling diplomatic posts after his election, he made reassuring rattled allies a top priority. Smith fit the mold of a model ambassador--a career foreign-policy wonk with deep government experience and comfortingly conventional views on America's role in the world. She also brings a boundless Leslie Knopeian energy to the job, and has been well schooled in the finer points of diplomat-speak: She scarcely mentions a country or region without first establishing friendship--"our friends in the Middle East," "our friends in Portugal"--and she does not talk to these friends; she only "engages" them (as in "I went to the Vatican quite a while ago to engage them on the war.").


Julianne Smith (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Omar Havana / Getty.)



Listening to the press briefing, I thought Smith did well--she sounded calm and confident and relentlessly optimistic. But when the briefing ended, I was ushered into a hallway to await my scheduled interview with the ambassador, and I overheard her fretting to an aide about how she'd handled a question about recent Ukrainian strikes on energy infrastructure inside Russia. American officials, worried about escalation, were reportedly urging Ukraine to stop the attacks, and Smith had responded that the U.S. was "not particularly supportive of" Ukraine going after targets on Russian soil. Now she was second-guessing herself. Maybe she should have said that the U.S. doesn't "encourage" the attacks, or that the attacks don't have America's "blessing." (Last week, the Biden administration gave Ukraine permission to use American weapons to attack Russian targets in limited circumstances.)

"Maybe I'm splitting hairs," I heard Smith say. "Just with my lack of sleep, I didn't have my game face on. I didn't nail it." She sounded exhausted.

During our interview, I asked Smith if the job was what she'd expected. She laughed: "No, no, no." Part of what had appealed to her about the NATO post was the potential for a 9-to-5 lifestyle. Her kids were still young, and she'd been looking forward to some work-life balance. Then, six weeks after she moved to Brussels, Russia invaded Ukraine, and all of a sudden she was at the center of a geopolitical crisis.

Smith told me her ambassadorial role is unique in that she doesn't have just one host country to worry about when she makes public statements. She's speaking to audiences in dozens of countries, and each one needs to hear something different from her. "You have to sit down and understand: 'What is it that's keeping you awake at night?'" she said. Maybe it's an errant Russian missile entering their airspace. Or a destabilizing wave of refugees. Or a cyberattack. Or tanks crossing their borders. "They're obviously looking to hear time and time again that the U.S. commitment to the alliance, and particularly Article 5, is ironclad and unwavering."

Smith has developed an arsenal of sanguine talking points to convey this message. She cites U.S. opinion polls showing strong support for NATO. She rehearses America's long, bipartisan history of standing by its European allies. "For over seven decades," she told me, "American presidents of all political stripes have supported this alliance."

I encountered the same performative positivity in meetings with American diplomats throughout Europe. In Warsaw, Ambassador Mark Brzezinski sat in the airy living room of his residence and talked about the "economic efficiencies" America has enjoyed as a result of its alliance with Poland. "The Poles are spending billions of dollars to protect themselves, mostly buying from U.S. defense contractors," he said. In Berlin, Ambassador Amy Gutmann met me in an embassy room overlooking the Brandenburg Gate and recounted the heroic role America had played in the massive airlift that broke the 1949 Soviet blockade of West Berlin. "Before I came here," Gutmann told me, "President Biden said, 'Make sure you tell every person you meet in Germany how important the U.S.-German relationship is.' And I've done that."

But sentimental rhetoric and gestures of goodwill only go so far. George Kent, the U.S. ambassador to Estonia, told me about an Earth Day photo op he'd taken part in earlier this year. The plan was to plant a tree at the Park of Friendship in central Estonia. Upon arrival, he was greeted by a kindly septuagenarian gardener who'd been participating in the tradition for decades. Kent tried to make small talk about horticulture, but the gardener had other things on his mind: "Can we talk about the vote in Congress?" He wanted the latest news on the Ukraine aid package.

In interviews, State Department officials in Washington, who requested anonymity so they could speak candidly, acknowledged that efforts to "reassure" European allies are largely futile now. What exactly can a U.S. diplomat say, after all, about the fact that the Republican presidential nominee has said he would encourage Russia to "do whatever the hell they want" to NATO countries that he considers freeloaders?

"There's not really anything we can do," one U.S. official told me. European leaders "are smart, thoughtful people. The secretary isn't going to get them in a room and say, 'Hey, guys, it's going to be okay, the election is a lock.' That's not something he can promise."



WARSAW, POLAND



"What the fuck is happening in the United States?"



Agnieszka Homanska, seemingly startled by her own outburst, slowly placed her hands on the table as if to calm herself. "Sorry for being so frank." We were sitting in a crowded bistro in downtown Warsaw with retro pop art on the walls and American Top 40 playing from the speakers. Homanska, a 25-year-old grad student and government worker who wore sneakers and a T-shirt that said BE BRAVE, was trying to explain how Poles her age felt about this year's U.S. election.

Homanska exhibited none of the casual contempt for America often associated with young people in other European capitals. In the history she grew up learning, Americans were the good guys--defeating the Nazi occupiers, tearing down the Iron Curtain. Surveys consistently find that Poland is the most pro-America country in Europe, and one of the few where public opinion doesn't change based on which party controls the White House. Ronald Reagan is a hero to many here; so is George H. W. Bush. In Poland, the mythology of America--vanquisher of tyrants, keeper of the democratic flame--persists. The U.S. is still a city on a hill.

But the Trump era punctured Homanska's image of America, as it did for many younger Poles. Trump's refusal to concede the 2020 election was jarring to those who saw the U.S. as an aspirational democracy. The storming of the Capitol on January 6 "was broadcast on every television," she told me. Trump's criminal charges--and his recent conviction on 34 felony counts in a Manhattan court--have made the news here too. "People don't understand why Trump can still run for president." (Like others I spoke with, Homanska was also confused by the fact that Joe Biden, who struck her as feeble and out of touch, is running again--were these really the best options America could muster? I told her she wasn't alone in wondering about this.)

Many Poles see Trump through the prism of their own country's recent politics. The right-wing nationalist Law and Justice party came to power in Poland a year before Trump's election, and spent the next eight years co-opting democratic institutions, from the courts to the civil service to the public media. The government maintained a cozy relationship with Trump--President Andrzej Duda famously proposed naming an American military base in Poland after him--and he is still popular among conservative Poles. But last year, an intense electoral backlash to Law and Justice produced the largest voter turnout in Poland's post-Soviet history, driven by young people. The new government, a coalition spanning from the center-left to the center-right, is focused on repairing Poland's democracy.

After the election, Homanska decided to postpone her planned studies in Canada so she could help rebuild her country. When I asked her which countries she looked to as democratic role models, she mentioned Finland and Estonia, another former Soviet country that has successfully modernized. "Maybe there is something about the maturity of French democracy," she added.

And America? I asked.

Homanska hesitated. "I don't think that people my age would perceive America as an ideal way to create a democratic society," she replied. She seemed almost apologetic.


Illustration by Chantal Jahchan. Source: NATO Archives Online.





Many of the Poles I met were especially perplexed by one recent display of U.S. political dysfunction: the struggle to pass a military-aid package for Ukraine earlier this year. Polls showed that a majority of Americans supported the funding. Reporting suggested that most members of Congress favored it too. But somehow, because Trump opposed it, a minority of Republicans in the House had succeeded in holding up the bill for months while Ukraine was forced to ration bullets and let Russian missiles level buildings. Although the aid package finally passed in late April, some Western officials worry that the battlefield advances Russia made during the delay will be difficult to reverse.

The Russian threat is no abstract matter in Poland, where Prime Minister Donald Tusk has talked about living in a "prewar era" and regularly urges citizens to prepare for a conflict. I heard stories about people stocking up on gold and looking for apartments with basements that could double as bomb shelters. Schools are running duck-and-cover drills, and shooting ranges have become more popular as people realize they might soon need to know how to handle a gun. One Polish woman told me about a phone call she'd received from her aunt, who was wondering if she should restain her wood floors or save her money because her house might be destroyed soon anyway.

In Warsaw, Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs Radek Sikorski (who is married to the Atlantic writer Anne Applebaum) told me, "you will feel the physical vulnerability." Travel 200 miles north and you reach Kaliningrad, where Russia is said to house nuclear weapons; go 200 miles east, and you hit the Ukrainian border. "It concentrates the mind."

Poland has recently increased defense spending to 4 percent of its GDP--well beyond the standard of 2 percent set by NATO, and higher even than in the U.S. But officials know they'll never be able to fend off a hostile Russia alone.

"It's an existential threat," Aleksandra Wisniewska, who was elected to Poland's Parliament last year, told me. Like other Polish politicians I spoke with, Wisniewska--a 30-year-old former humanitarian aid worker who now sits on the foreign-affairs committee--was reluctant to say anything that might alienate the former, and perhaps future, American president. But she wanted me to understand that the choice American voters make this fall will reverberate beyond U.S. borders.

"I fear that the old United States that we all almost revere," Wisniewska told me, is "now sort of self-sabotaging. And by consequence, it will jeopardize the safety and security of the entire global order."



FRANKENBERG, GERMANY



The U.S. Army's 2nd Cavalry Regiment left Vilseck, Germany, before dawn on April 9 in a convoy of camouflaged jeeps, fuel tankers, armored vehicles, and trucks packed with soldiers and ammunition. They rumbled past windmills and pastoral villages, stopping only for fuel. Speed was essential: The road march to Bemowo Piskie, Poland, was more than 800 miles, and the fate of the Western world was--at least hypothetically--at stake.

The regiment was training for a long-dreaded crisis scenario: a Russian invasion of the Suwalki Gap. The 60-mile stretch of Polish farmland is sparsely populated but strategically important. If Russian forces annexed the territory, they could effectively seal off Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia from the rest of NATO. To save the Baltic states, allies in Northern Europe would have to mobilize quickly.

During a refueling stop at a German barracks in Frankenberg, U.S. Army officers rattled off facts to me about the Stryker, a lightweight armored vehicle that looks like a tank but can drive up to 60 miles an hour, and demonstrated a language-translation app they'd developed to facilitate communication among allied troops. The drill they were conducting that day was part of a monthslong NATO military exercise--the largest since the end of the Cold War--involving all 32 allied countries; more than 1,000 combat vehicles; dozens of aircraft carriers, frigates, and battleships; and 90,000 troops. Although NATO officials have been careful not to single out Russia by name, the intended audience for the war games was clear. "Are exercises like this designed to send a message? They are, absolutely," Colonel Martin O'Donnell told me as soldiers in fatigues milled around nearby. "The message is that we're here. We're ready. We have the capability to work with our allies and partners and meet you, potential adversary, wherever you may be."

But the demonstration in Frankenberg sent another, perhaps less convenient, message as well. The convoy rushing to confront a theoretical Russian invasion was composed almost entirely of U.S. soldiers driving U.S. vehicles filled with U.S.-made guns and bullets and missiles. They'd link up with military units from other NATO countries eventually. But if America were removed from the equation, would the battle group in Bemowo Piskie stand a chance?

Whether Trump wins or not, there's a growing consensus in Europe that the strain of American politics he represents--a throwback to the hard-edged isolationism of the 1920s and '30s--isn't going away. It's become common in the past year for politicians to talk about the need for European "defense autonomy."

"We can't just flip a coin every four years and hope that Michigan voters will vote in the right direction," Benjamin Haddad, a member of France's National Assembly, said at an event earlier this year. "We have to take matters in our own hand."

What exactly that would look like is a subject of intense debate. Italy's foreign minister recently proposed forming a European Union army (an idea that's been raised and rejected many times in the past). Others have suggested diverting resources from NATO to a separate European defense alliance (though European countries are not immune to the kind of populist nationalism that could make such alliances dysfunctional). Replacing the so-called nuclear umbrella provided by the U.S. arsenal would require countries such as Germany and Poland to develop their own nuclear stockpiles, to supplement the small ones France and the United Kingdom already have.

Within NATO, the immediate priority is "Trump-proofing" the alliance. In the past 18 months, Finland and Sweden have joined, each bringing relatively capable and high-tech militaries. Secretary-General Stoltenberg has also proposed shifting responsibility for Ukrainian arms deliveries from the U.S. to NATO in case the next administration decides to abandon the war.

Most notably, allied countries have dramatically increased their own military spending. I spoke with several officials who grudgingly credited Trump for this development--something NATO officials and U.S. presidents had spent decades advocating for unsuccessfully. In 2017, when Trump took office, only three allies, plus the U.S., were spending at least 2 percent of their GDP on defense. This year, that number is expected to rise to at least 18. Trump's criticism of paltry defense budgets was not only effective, Stoltenberg told me, but fair. "European allies have not spent enough for many years," he said. (No doubt Russia's invasion of Ukraine also factored into the increased spending.)

Even with the funding influx, many officials believe Europe still has a long way to go before it could defend itself alone. The U.S. has some 85,000 troops currently stationed in Europe--more than the entire militaries of Belgium, Sweden, and Portugal combined--and provides essential intelligence gathering, ballistic-missile defense, and air-force capabilities. "Dreaming about strategic autonomy for Europe is a wonderful vision for maybe the next 50 years," Ischinger, the former German ambassador, told me. "But right now, we need America more than ever."

That reality has left politicians and diplomats across Europe honing their theories of Trump-ego management ahead of the U.S. election. To some, the former president's emotional volatility represents a grave threat. The former diplomatic official in Berlin told me that in May 2020, Merkel called Trump to inform him that she wouldn't be traveling to Washington for the G7 summit out of concern for COVID. Trump was enraged, according to the diplomat, who requested anonymity to describe a private conversation, and the call grew heated. A week later, Trump announced plans to permanently withdraw nearly 10,000 U.S. troops from Germany--a move seen within Merkel's government as a petty act of revenge. (Biden later reversed the order; a spokesperson for the Trump campaign did not respond to a request for comment.)

Others think Trump's ego could make him easier to manipulate. "He's very transactional, and he's very narcissistic," the senior NATO official, who's met Trump multiple times, told me. "And if you combine the two, then you can sell him--" the official paused. He recited an expression in his native language. Roughly translated, it meant "You can sell him turnips as if they're lemons."

What's striking about these calculations is how thoroughly allies have already adjusted their perception of the U.S. relationship. I noticed a certain pattern in my conversations with European political leaders and diplomats: At some point in almost every interview, the European would begin pitching me on how much the U.S. benefits economically from the alliance. Preserving peace in Europe has sustained decades of lucrative trade for U.S. companies. A broader Russian war on the continent would be felt in the average American's pocketbook. I later learned that these talking points were being encouraged by NATO officials as well as the U.S. State Department. The thinking behind the strategy is that Americans need to hear why supporting European allies is in their self-interest.

"They keep telling us how important it is to go and convince the housewives in Wisconsin and the farmers in Iowa," a senior official from an allied country grumbled to me. "How many Americans are going to the housewives of southern Estonia or ... the countryside in France to tell why Europe should stand by the United States?" He noted that the alliance protects the U.S. as well.

The more I listened to prime ministers and parliamentarians deliver the same earnest spiel, the more dispiriting I found it. At its most idealistic, the transatlantic alliance has always been about a shared commitment to democratic values. Now Europeans are bracing for an America that behaves like any other transactional superpower. Several officials expressed fears that Trump would turn America's NATO membership into a kind of protection racket, threatening to abandon Europe unless this ally offers better trade terms, or that ally helps investigate a political enemy.

"We are exposed," Bagger, the German state secretary, told me. Europe's alliance with America, he said, "has served as our life insurance for the last 70 years."

And with Vladimir Putin seizing territory in Europe and trying to unravel NATO, what choice would these countries have but to accept Trump's terms?



NARVA, ESTONIA



The city of Narva sits on Estonia's eastern border, separated from Russia by a river and a heavily guarded bridge. Some experts believe that if World War III breaks out in the coming years, this is where it will begin. The city is overwhelmingly populated by ethnic Russians, many of whom don't speak Estonian and are therefore ineligible for citizenship. Western officials fear Putin might try to use the same playbook he developed in Crimea--enlisting Russian separatists to stoke unrest and create a pretense for annexing the city. Such a move would effectively dare the West to go to war with a nuclear power over a small Estonian city, or else watch the credibility of their vaunted alliance collapse. NATO calls this "the Narva scenario."

On a cold spring morning, I drove two hours from the Estonian capital of Tallinn and arrived at the border-crossing station, a red-brick box of a building on the edge of the Narva River. There I met Aleksandr Kazmin, a border guard with close-cropped hair and a friendly face who spoke broken English with a thick Russian accent. He wore a patch on his coat that said Politsei and a gun on his hip.

The border checkpoint once saw a steady stream of commuters and tourists traveling back and forth between Russia and Estonia--at its peak, Kazmin told me, the station processed 27,000 people in a single day. But travel dropped dramatically once the war in Ukraine started. In the months following the invasion, many of the people coming across the Narva border were refugees. Then, earlier this year, Russia closed its side of the road for "renovations," meaning that the only way to cross the bridge now is by foot. On the morning I visited, I saw a thin trickle of travelers--moms pushing strollers, young people with backpacks--shuffle in and out of the station.

Kazmin told me that the war had divided Narva, as it had the wider Russian diaspora. Those who are "already integrated in Estonian society" generally oppose Putin's aggression, he said, but some "don't want to integrate--they are living in Russian-media world." He rolled his eyes before muttering in resignation, "Nothing to do. It's their choice."

I asked Kazmin if I could walk to the actual border, and he obliged. As we made our way across the bridge, passing a tangle of barbed wire that had been pushed to the side, he warned me that we might see a Russian border guard filming us from the checkpoint on the other side. Kazmin didn't know exactly why the Russians did this--he guessed it was some kind of intelligence-gathering tactic--but it often happened when he brought a visitor to the bridge.

Sure enough, as we got closer, a guard appeared in the distance. He didn't seem to have a camera, so I asked Kazmin if I could wave at him. Kazmin cautioned against it. Communication between the two sides, even for benign logistical coordination, is strictly regulated: Only specially trained officials at the station are allowed to talk to the Russians, and they do so using a Cold War-era crank phone.

We stopped when we reached the middle of the bridge. Kazmin told me this was the closest we would get to Russia, explaining that there was no permanent, official border; it was understood that the deepest point of the river was what technically separated the two countries, and that shifts over time. The spot was strangely beautiful. Below us, a current of water rushed toward the Baltic Sea; above us, a flurry of snow fell from the gray sky. Two imposing medieval fortresses faced each other from either side of the river, one built by the occupying Danes in the 13th century, the other by a Muscovite prince two centuries later--twin relics of conquests past. As I took in the view, Kazmin bounced up and down to keep warm, stealing glances at his Russian counterpart.

I thought about how much more precarious the world must feel to those living in a place like this, doing a job like his. The day before my visit to Narva, I had interviewed Estonian Prime Minister Kaja Kallas, who talked about the stakes of preserving the transatlantic alliance. Her country has a population of 1.3 million and is roughly the size of Vermont. She recalled sitting in a meeting with other world leaders shortly after her election where they discussed the Russian threat. "I made a note in my notebook: 'For some countries here, talking about security and defense is a nice intellectual discussion,'" Kallas told me. "'For us, it's existential.'"

After dozens of interviews, I'd become desensitized to politicians using this word. But walking back across the bridge, I thought I understood what she meant.

Kazmin pointed to a tall flagpole perched beside the Narva station. At the top, the Estonian flag waved in the wind; beneath it, a navy-blue flag with the NATO seal. He said that flag had been installed only a few months earlier. I asked him if he thought the day would ever come when he saw Russian tanks rolling across the bridge. Kazmin got quiet for a moment. He said Russia's government has long promised that it would not attack the Baltics--but that Putin had said the same thing about Ukraine.

"When they tell us they will not do something," he said, "it means for us that they can do it--or will do it."
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Republicans Respond to Trump's Conviction

And will the former president's felony be top of mind for voters?

by The Editors




This week, a New York jury found Donald Trump guilty of engaging in a financial scheme to pay hush money to the adult-film actor Stormy Daniels. Trump, who remains the presumptive Republican nominee for president, is also now the only former president in American history to have received a felony conviction.

Trump has already decried the decision from the New York jury--and Republican leaders have largely rallied around him. "The base feels this emotional connection to him," McKay Coppins said last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic. "As long as Donald Trump is the dominant figure in Republican politics, we're kind of trapped in this cycle."

The reaction from voters on the campaign trail and at the polls in November remains to be seen. Some suggest that the trial has never been top of mind for voters, while others believe that the conviction could play out in favor of Joe Biden's campaign.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent for The New York Times; Ashley Parker, a senior national political correspondent for The Washington Post; Asma Khalid, a White House correspondent for NPR; and McKay Coppins, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Does Med School Have a DEI Problem?

As medicine becomes more politicized, a debate is raging over what it means for patient care.

by Benjamin Mazer




"People will die if doctors misdiagnose patients." This is true as far as it goes. But the recent news that prompted Elon Musk to share this observation on X was not precisely about medical errors. It was about what he might call the "woke mind virus." A story by Aaron Sibarium in The Washington Free Beacon had revealed complaints that UCLA's medical school was admitting applicants partly based on race--a practice that has long been outlawed in California public schools. And this process wasn't just discriminatory, the story argued; it was potentially disastrous for the public.

The Free Beacon noted that the med school's U.S. News & World Report ranking had dropped from 6 to 18 since 2020, and the story shared leaked data showing students' poor performance on their shelf exams. (These evaluations are used as preparation for the national licensing exams that every M.D. recipient must pass before they can practice medicine in the United States.) According to Sibarium, almost one-quarter of the class of 2025 had failed at least three shelf exams, while more than half of students in their internal-medicine, family-medicine, emergency-medicine, or pediatrics rotations had failed tests in those subjects at one point during the 2022-23 academic year--and those struggles led many trainees to postpone taking their national licensing exams. "I don't know how some of these students are going to be junior doctors," one unnamed UCLA professor told him. "Faculty are seeing a shocking decline in knowledge of medical students."

Steven Dubinett, the dean of UCLA med school, denied the story's allegations. He told me that the admissions committee does not give advantages to any applicants based on race, and he called it "malign and totally not true" to say that his students have been struggling. Dubinett believes that anti-DEI sentiment both within and outside the school is to blame for stirring up this controversy: People "think diversity, equity, and inclusion is in some way against them. And nothing could be further from the truth," he said. But the stakes are high for prospective doctors and patients alike. The Free Beacon's claims call attention to a heated fight among medical educators over how much admissions criteria and test scores actually matter, and whether they have any bearing on what it means to be a good physician.

Read: When medical schools become less diverse

Sibarium asserts that both UCLA's fall in the rankings and its decline in test performance can be blamed, in part, on race-based admissions. The latter metric "coincided with a steep drop in the number of Asian matriculants," the story said, and was associated with a change in the med school's admissions standards. Dubinett told me that the decline in shelf-exam performance was "modest." He also pointed to data shared with the UCLA community by the school after the publication of the Free Beacon story, which show that every test-taker had passed surgery, neurology, and emergency medicine during a recent set of exams from 2023-24. The data also show that, for most other specialties, the passing rates were close to the expected benchmark of 95 percent. Moreover, 99 percent of UCLA's med students had passed the second of three tests required to obtain a medical license on their first try as of 2022-23, and scores have remained above the national average over the past three years.

Meanwhile, the Free Beacon offers little more than speculation about how UCLA's shifting racial demographics might be linked to academic problems at the school. Nationwide, Black and Hispanic medical students do matriculate with slightly lower grades and scores on the standardized Medical College Admission Test than white and Asian matriculants, according to statistics compiled by the Association of American Medical Colleges. Yet data from UCLA and the AAMC show that the average MCAT scores of UCLA's accepted medical students have not declined in recent years. As for grades, the average GPA among UCLA's accepted applicants is 3.8--up from 3.7 in 2019. Dubinett told me that the school sets a minimum threshold for MCAT scores and GPAs that is designed to produce a high graduation rate. "There's a cutoff based on national data--it's not made up in our back room," he said. "We've got nearly 14,000 students applying for 173 spots. Are you going to tell me that we're getting people who are unqualified?"

So what did happen in 2022 to suddenly make so many students perform poorly on their shelf exams? The Free Beacon acknowledges that the med school began a major update to its curriculum in 2020. Following a national trend, UCLA significantly cut back the initial amount of time spent on classroom teaching so that clinical rotations could begin a year earlier. Med schools have been trying to expose their students to real-world experiences sooner, on the principle that book-learned facts are less worthwhile without on-the-job training. Yet shelf exams still require memorizing a hefty dose of facts, which can only be more difficult given less time to study. Dubinett chalks up the initial drop in scores to having students take the tests earlier in their education. Five other medical schools, he notes, also reported a decline in shelf-exam performance under a compressed curriculum.

From the May 1966 issue: "Our Backward Medical Schools"

Whether med schools' broader shift away from traditional coursework has been producing better doctors overall is a separate question. A new curriculum that led to lower standardized-test scores in the short term might be associated, in the long run, with either better or worse clinical care. But no one really knows which is the case. There is still no reliable way to track educational quality. The influential--but controversial--U.S. News med-school rankings, for instance, don't directly evaluate how good a program is at preparing future doctors. The benefits (or costs) of switching up criteria for admission into med school are just as mysterious. One study counted as many as 87 different personal qualities that are considered useful in the practice of medicine. Which qualities matter most is anyone's guess.

At UCLA, dry--yet still important--scientific material has been compressed in favor of hands-on experience. The school has also committed to instilling its student body with a social consciousness. In prior coverage for the Free Beacon, Sibarium has described the mandatory Structural Racism and Health Equity course for first-years, which, according to a 2023-24 syllabus obtained by the Free Beacon, intends to help students "develop a structurally competent, anti-racist lens for viewing and treating health and illness," and encourages them to become "physician-advocates within and outside of the clinical setting." The Free Beacon called attention to pro-Palestinian, anti-capitalist, and fat-activist messaging included in the course this academic year. That story quotes a former dean of Harvard Medical School, Jeffrey Flier, who described the course as "truly shocking" and said that it is based on a "socialist/Marxist ideology that is totally inappropriate." (Dubinett told me that the entire first-year curriculum is being evaluated.) Other academics have expressed concern about how a similar approach to teaching students, adopted on a larger scale, might be changing medicine. Schools' focus on racism and inequality "is coming at the expense of rigorous training in medical science. The prospect of this 'new,' politicized medical education should worry all Americans," Stanley Goldfarb, a former associate dean at the University of Pennsylvania medical school, wrote in a 2019 op-ed in The Wall Street Journal. In a follow-up from 2022, he warned of a "woke takeover of healthcare."

Read: The French are in a panic over le Wokisme

What, exactly, makes a med school "woke"? Any physician can see that unevenly distributed wealth and opportunity play a role in people's health, and that many illnesses disproportionately fall along racial lines. Doctors who learn about these topics while in school may be more cognizant of them in the clinic. Indeed, after Goldfarb's first essay was published in the Journal, some physicians started sharing stories that could be taken to support this argument: Posting under the hashtag #GoldfarbChallenge, they described how trying to help patients navigate dire living situations is as much a part of the job as recalling the nuances of biochemistry.

Acknowledging inequality is not an entirely new phenomenon in medicine. Schools were already teaching classes on cultural competence and health disparities when I was a student at the University of Rochester a decade ago. What is different is the open endorsement of political activism--almost always from a left-wing perspective. I certainly attended my share of lectures on how to care for patients from different backgrounds, but I don't recall witnessing any lecturers leading classroom chants of "Free, Free Palestine," as allegedly occurred during UCLA's first-year course this spring. Since I graduated, the AAMC has published a voluntary set of "Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Competencies" that encourage trainees to "influence decision-makers and other vested groups" by advocating for "public policy that promotes social justice and addresses social determinants of health." The guidance lists "colonization, White supremacy, acculturation, assimilation" as "systems of oppression" whose impact must be remedied. This new pedagogical approach comes at a time when U.S. physician groups have taken vocal stances on controversial issues such as gun violence, transgender rights, and mask mandates.

I suspect this left turn in medicine was born of a feeling of impotence, rather than a Marxist conspiracy. Doctors have always been better at altering people's physiology than fixing the social and economic circumstances of their patients. Perhaps medical schools now figure that health outcomes will improve if physicians become more involved in progressive politics. But whatever the intention, this approach will alienate a lot of patients. In recent months, some doctors have been disciplined for voicing pro-Palestine or pro-Israel stances--presumably on behalf of potential patients who might be offended by their politics. Maybe the same caution should apply to med-school lectures given at UCLA.

The push for improved student-body diversity has also grown in prominence. For most of the 20th century, schools encouraged applicants to fit the typical pre-med profile of a diligent lab rat. Over the past few decades, that attitude has changed. Now admissions offices are more comfortable with the idea that students who haven't focused on the hard sciences or don't have perfect academic records can still become successful--or might be even better--physicians.

I credit this shift for my own admission to medical school. I was a socially minded liberal-arts student who decided to study linguistics after a calamitous run-in with organic chemistry. By the time I applied, some schools had decided that MCAT scores were not the ultimate determinant of who will make a good doctor. My university was so interested in attracting the sorts of kids who might enrich the campus through what it now calls "the diversity of their educational and experiential backgrounds" that it allowed me to skip the exam altogether. I did end up having academic struggles, and passed anatomy by the skin of my teeth (having failed to correctly answer how many teeth humans have, among other questions). Now I'm a medical-school professor myself. It takes all kinds.

To this day, would-be doctors are expected to master an incredible amount of minutiae, but it is only through clinical practice that they figure out which facts matter most. Nothing is as clarifying as seeing patients live or die because of what you know--or, just as often, how well you communicate it. The Free Beacon article relayed an anecdote by a faculty member describing how a student "could not identify a major artery" in the operating room when asked. Being told to pick out an artery on the spot and failing at that task is, frankly, a rite of passage for medical students. But I've seen more people hurt by doctors who didn't know how to speak Spanish or build rapport than by doctors who forgot the name of a blood vessel. If we keep arguing over what health-care professionals must know, it's because the answers are as varied as our patients.
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Psychedelics Are Challenging the Scientific Gold Standard

How do you study mind-altering drugs when every clinical-trial participant knows they're tripping?

by Jonathan Lambert




Tomorrow, a Food and Drug Administration advisory committee will meet to discuss whether the United States should approve its first psychedelic drug. The fate of the treatment--MDMA-assisted therapy for post-traumatic stress disorder--will turn on how the FDA interprets data from two clinical trials that, on their face, are promising. Long-suffering patients who took the drug while undergoing intensive talk therapy were about twice as likely to recover from PTSD as patients who got the placebo with therapy.

If the treatment is approved this summer, it could bring relief to some of the approximately 13 million Americans with PTSD. It could also serve as a model for other psychedelics to meet the FDA's regulatory bar. But there's a conundrum at the core of these two clinical trials, one that has plagued virtually all efforts to study psychedelics.

In clinical trials, participants (and the researchers studying them) generally aren't supposed to know whether they're getting the actual drug or a placebo, to avoid allowing people's expectations about a treatment to shape their response to it. Blinding, as this practice is called, is a key component of a randomized controlled clinical trial, or RCT--medicine's gold standard for demonstrating that a drug actually works. But virtually no one can take a psychedelic drug and not know it.

Some experts believe that unblinding threatens to undermine the entire field of psychedelic research because it means researchers can't know whether the drugs' early promise in clinical trials is real or a mirage, driven by the placebo effect and outsize expectations about the power of these drugs. But others argue that RCTs themselves are at fault. To them, psychedelics are exposing long-ignored cracks in our gold standard, especially for testing drugs that act on our minds.

Read: What it's like to trip on the most potent magic mushroom

When randomized controlled trials are well designed, "there is no substitute," Boris Heifets, a neuroscientist at Stanford University, told me. In an RCT, participants get randomly sorted into two groups, receiving either the treatment or a placebo. Scientists have prized such trials since the 1960s for their power to rule out all the nondrug reasons people who are given a new medication might get better. Chief among those reasons is the placebo effect, in which a patient's belief in a treatment, rather than anything about the drug or procedure itself, leads to improvement. If trial participants come in with sky-high expectations (as experts suspect is the case in many psychedelics trials), knowing that they've received a drug could fuel positive responses, and learning they've been denied it could cause them to react negatively. "We've gotten a ton of things wrong by trusting unblinded results," says David Rind, the chief medical officer of the Institute for Clinical and Economic Review, a nonprofit that evaluates new medical treatments.

For all of RCTs' advantages, "I think it's obvious that they're not well suited for studying psychedelics," Heifets said. In cancer-drug trials, participants won't know the difference between a saline IV drip and medicine; to test new surgical procedures, control groups sometimes get cut into and sewed up without the actual treatment. But psychedelics like psilocybin or LSD launch people into hallucinatory states that bend space and time. MDMA, known to many as ecstasy, is less extreme, but still sparks expansive feelings of love and empathy. "Participants will know within half an hour whether they've been assigned to the experimental or placebo condition," Michiel van Elk, a cognitive psychologist at Leiden University, told me. In the MDMA clinical trials, run by the pharmaceutical company Lykos Therapeutics, nearly all participants correctly guessed which group they were in.

Many scientists want to get around this problem by designing better blinds. Some labs have tried to keep patients in the dark by administering drugs under anesthesia or using mind-altering pills like methamphetamines as a placebo. Others are trying to engineer new psychedelics that skip the trip entirely. But to other scientists, clever attempts to stuff psychedelics into the RCT framework ignore the possibility that psychedelics' benefits aren't reducible to the biochemical action of the drug itself. Since the 1960s, psychedelic researchers have known that the beliefs and expectations a person brings to a trip can influence whether it's healing or nightmarish. (That's why most psychedelic-therapy protocols include several psychotherapy sessions before, during, and after treatment.) By striving to cleave the drug's effects from the context in which it's given--to a patient by a therapist, both of whom are hoping for healing--blinded studies may fail to capture the full picture.

Read: Psychedelics open your brain. You might not like what falls in.

From this perspective, high proportions of unblinding in positive psychedelic trials don't necessarily mean that the results are invalid. "It's how people engage with those effects and their therapist that's contributing to the improvement," Eduardo Schenberg, a neuroscientist at Instituto Phaneros, a nonprofit psychedelic-research center in Brazil, told me. Recent research backs this up. One small study found that among chronic PTSD patients who got MDMA-assisted therapy, the strength of the bond between therapist and patient--something the drug helps forge with its empathy-inducing effects--predicted treatment success. Given the importance of context, even the most perfectly designed RCTs may fail to capture how helpful these drugs are outside trials, Schenberg said.

Such failure, if it exists, might extend beyond psychedelics to several kinds of psychoactive drugs. For instance, a 2022 analysis found that many antidepressant trials fail to effectively blind participants, in part because of side effects. "We know that 80 percent of the treatment response from antidepressants can be attributed to the placebo response," Amelia Scott, a clinical psychologist at Macquarie University who co-wrote that study, told me. Yet in practice, antidepressants are effective for many people, suggesting that RCTs aren't quite capturing what these drugs can offer--and that limiting ourselves to treatments that can be perfectly blinded could mean ignoring helpful mental-health interventions. "We shouldn't be afraid to question the gold standard," Schenberg told me. "For different kinds of diseases and treatments, we may need slightly different standards."

RCTs likely won't lose their perch as the gold standard anytime soon, for evaluating psychedelics or anything else. But they could be supplemented with other kinds of studies that would broaden our understanding of how psychedelics work, Matt Butler, a neuroscientist at King's College London, told me. Scientists are already trying open-label trials, where participants know which treatment they're getting, and measuring expectations along with treatment effects. Descriptive studies, which track how treatments are working in actual clinics, could provide a richer picture of what therapeutic contexts work best. "These levels of evidence aren't as good as RCTs," Butler said, but they could help deepen our understanding of when therapies that don't conform to RCTs could be most helpful.

Read: What if psychedelics' hallucinations are just a side effect?

None of this is to say that Lykos's flawed RCT data will be enough to convince the FDA's advisers that Americans with PTSD should be offered MDMA. Several groups, including the American Psychiatric Association, have expressed concern about the trials ahead of the advisory meeting. In addition to the unblinding issue, claims that therapists encouraged participants to report favorable results and hide adverse events prompted the Institute for Clinical and Economic Review to release a report casting doubt on the studies. Lykos CEO Amy Emerson pushed back in a statement, saying, "We stand by the quality and integrity of our research and development program." Still, some researchers remain worried. "If this sets a precedent that these trials are acceptable data, what does that mean for the future?" Suresh Muthukumaraswamy, a neuropharmacologist at the University of Auckland, told me.

The recent past suggests that blinding may not be a deal-breaker for the FDA. In 2019, the agency approved Spravato esketamine nasal spray--a version of ketamine--for the treatment of depression despite concerns about unblinding in the drug's clinical trials. And the FDA worked with Lykos to design the MDMA-therapy trials after designating it a breakthrough treatment in 2017. In an email, an FDA spokesperson told me that blinded RCTs provide the most rigorous level of evidence, but "unblinded studies can still be considered adequate and well-controlled as long as there is a valid comparison with a control." In such cases, the spokesperson said, regulators can take into account things like the size of the treatment effect in deciding whether the treatment performed significantly better than the placebo.

Read: Placebo effect of the heart

Even if the FDA is on board, rolling out psychedelic therapies before scientists fully understand the interplay among expectation, therapy, and drugs could mean missing an opportunity to force companies to provide data that would meaningfully advance the study of these drugs, Muthukumaraswamy said. It also risks undermining these treatments in the long run. If sky-high expectations are ultimately fueling the positive results we see now, the FDA could end up approving a treatment that becomes less effective as its novelty wears off. That's especially true if we're missing key components of what makes these treatments work, or what puts people at risk for bad experiences. To better answer those questions--for psychedelics and other psychoactive drugs--we may need studies that go beyond the gold standard.
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The <em>Obese</em> Police

"People first" language for obesity shouldn't be the rule in public discourse.

by Tamar Haspel




Language is constantly evolving, but you know a change has hit the big time when the AP Stylebook makes it official. In light of all the recent news attention to Ozempic and related drugs, the usage guide's lead editor announced in April that the entry for "Obesity, obese, overweight" had been adjusted. That entry now advises "care and precision" in choosing how to describe "people with obesity, people of higher weights and people who prefer the term fat." The use of obese as a modifier should be avoided "when possible."

In other words, the new guidelines endorse what has been called "people-first language"--the practice of trading adjectives, which come before the person being described, for prepositional phrases, which come after. If you put the word that indicates the condition or disability in front, then--the thinking goes--you are literally and metaphorically leading with it. Reverse the order, and you've focused on the person, in all their proper personhood. This change in syntax isn't just symbolic, its proponents argue: A fact sheet from the Obesity Action Coalition promises that people-first language can "help prevent bias and discrimination." Changing words is changing minds.

People's minds sure could use some changing. The world is an awfully inhospitable place for fat people--I know firsthand, because I used to be one. But I also know secondhand, because the discrimination, bias, and downright cruelty are on display for anyone who's paying attention. Nobody with a shred of decency wants a society where fatness, obesity, high BMI--whatever you call it--is an invitation to humiliation and scorn. So if using people-first language really can reshape people's attitudes, or if it really makes the world even just a sliver more accepting, I'm in.

I am not at all convinced, though, that a diktat about language will ever make a dent in deeply entrenched enmity; and although the push for people-first language is undoubtedly well-meaning, there's a whiff of condescension in the idea that people can't recognize kindness and compassion without signposts put up by social scientists. Around every use of obese or fat or people living with obesity, there are lots of other phrases, and it's those other phrases--not the people-first or people-last ones--that convey how the writer or speaker feels about fatness.

This puts me at odds with just about the entire medical establishment. "Because of the importance of reducing bias associated with obesity, The Obesity Society and all members of the Obesity Care Continuum have affirmed people-first language as the standard for their publications and programs," Ted Kyle and Rebecca Puhl wrote in a 2014 commentary for the journal Obesity. The American Medical Association did the same in 2017. People-first language for obesity is now preferred at the National Institutes of Health and the Obesity Action Coalition. Ditto the American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons, the College of Contemporary Health, Obesity Canada, and the World Obesity Federation. You need to follow suit if you want to publish academic work in certain journals, present at certain conferences, or--as of this spring--write for any outlet that uses the AP Stylebook.

The problem is, there's not much evidence that people-first language really can reduce bias, let alone eliminate it. The first position statement on the topic, put out by the Obesity Society in 2013 and co-signed by four other groups, offered just two references to prior research. The first pointed to a study done more than a decade earlier at Ball State University, where psychology researchers asked a few hundred students to describe a hypothetical person with a disability, and then surveyed the same students on their disability-related attitudes. The authors found that people who didn't use people-first language in their descriptions had more or less the same attitude as people who did--although on a few specific items in the survey, they did show some signs of greater bias. (As the paper notes, "results were mixed.") In any case, the study gave no reason to believe that students' word choice was affecting their beliefs, rather than vice versa (which makes more sense). Still, advocates in the obesity field have been pointing to this research, again and again, as evidence that "people-first language affects attitudes and behavioral intentions," as those advocates put it.

The Obesity Society's second cited reference in support of people-first language points to a study that came out in 2012, led by Puhl, who is now the deputy director of the Rudd Center for Food Policy and Health at the University of Connecticut. Puhl and her co-authors surveyed more than 1,000 adults on how they'd feel if a doctor at a checkup used each of 10 terms to describe them, including obese, unhealthy weight, high BMI, chubby, and fat. On average, people said that unhealthy weight and high BMI were more desirable, and felt less stigmatizing, than most of the other options; obese and fat were just the opposite. But no one was asked about obese versus person with obesity.

For a paper published in 2018, a group of researchers at the University of Pennsylvania's Center for Weight and Eating Disorders finally posed that question, in a survey of 97 patients seeking bariatric surgery. Respondents were asked how much they liked each of seven "obesity-related terms," including some that were people-first (for example, person with obesity and person with excess fat) and some that were not (obese person, fat person). The former got higher ratings, overall.

But even the Penn study had complications. For one thing, not every people-first phrasing was preferred: Patients said they liked the term heavy more than person with excess fat, for example. Also, when asked to choose between obese person and person with obesity, the men in the group didn't go for people-first--they preferred the more old-fashioned terminology. In a 2020 review, Puhl found that preference for weight-related terms differed not only by gender, but also by race or ethnicity, age, and body size. "People generally prefer more neutral terminology, like higher weight," she told me recently, but some African Americans might like the word thick, while adolescents at a weight-loss camp favored chubby and plus size (but not curvy). Aspiring health-care providers were fond of unhealthy weight, understandably. Taken all together, she explained, overweight did pretty well, while fat and obese did not.

But again, very little could be said about anybody's preference for (or against) people with obesity: Out of the 33 studies that Puhl used for her analysis, exactly one--the Penn survey--included people-first phrasing. As for whether using obese as an adjective might actually cause harm, and whether people-first constructions could ever ameliorate that harm, Puhl acknowledged that the evidence is thin. We have surveys on preferences, along with the occasional study (such as this one, on substance abuse) that shows people having slightly different reactions to written passages using different language. And that's about it.

Read: The medical establishment embraces leftist language

It's hard to imagine what persuasive evidence of harm from using obese as an adjective would even look like. How can we tease out a causal effect of language on social conditions? And, to muddy the waters even more, many fat activists make the case that all forms of the word obesity are stigmatizing. If you're defining people with a certain BMI or above as having a disease, then how you choose to write your sentences doesn't really matter, Tigress Osborn, the executive director of the National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAAFA), told me. "Obesity as a disease state is dehumanizing in and of itself," she said. Whether it's used as an adjective or noun, the O-word pathologizes fatness.

Some doctors have subscribed to this belief. In 2017, the American Association of Clinical Endocrinologists and the American College of Endocrinology put out a statement citing what they called "the stigmata and confusion related to the differential use and multiple meanings of the term 'obesity,'" which proposed a new alternative: "adiposity-based chronic disease." But activists like Osborn opt for plain old fat. She described going to a diversity symposium when she was in college and meeting a NAAFA member who was unapologetic in her use of the word. "She was the first person in my real life who used fat as an adjective and not as an insult," Osborn said. That's how to destigmatize the word, she added: Just use it in an ordinary way, to describe an ordinary human condition. "You can't destigmatize a word you can't even say."

When I asked Puhl and Osborn for some actual guidance on all of this, both responded with advice that is consistent with common sense and common courtesy. They talked about context: The language a doctor uses with a patient is going to be different from the language a journalist uses in an article about obesity statistics, which is going to be different from how we talk with friends and family. If the person right in front of you has a clear language preference, honor it. If you're addressing a group, mix it up. If you feel respect and compassion, that will come through.

As a journalist on the obesity beat, I write about obese people pretty often, so I bristled when a well-known obesity researcher chastised me not long ago for using obese as an ordinary adjective. "Join the people who care," he wrote. But the idea that word order telegraphs moral priority simply doesn't jibe with how people actually speak and write, and insisting that it does burdens us with, at best, linguistic awkwardness and, at worst, abominations like people with overweight. True, you wouldn't describe someone with cancer as being cancerous or someone with dementia as being demented, because those words have their own colloquial meanings. There are, however, other perfectly respectable health-related adjectives that get used routinely: diabetic, asthmatic, anemic, immunocompromised, myopic. And, I think, obese.

Language is, by its nature, majority-rule. A word's meaning changes when enough people use it in its new, changed way. And I understand the hope and the compassion behind a top-down effort to change the way we talk about fatness. But I do not, cannot, see the value in replacing garden-variety adjectives with phrases that only call attention to themselves.

If ideas like this get traction, it's because we don't have many effective strategies to combat bias, so well-intentioned people latch on to anything that looks even remotely promising. But our public discourse shouldn't be victim to attempts to rally consensus for a position that is largely unsupported by the evidence. Using people with obesity will not make much difference in the end. But the policing of language and, by extension, the ideas that it expresses, certainly might.
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Why Extreme Syphilis Symptoms Are Showing Up Now

After years of resurgence in the U.S., the disease is getting weird.

by Rachel E. Gross






For some, the world suddenly goes blurry. Others describe it as having a dust storm in your eyes, or being shaken up in a snow globe. People might see flashing lights or black spots drifting through their field of vision, or acquire a sudden sensitivity to light, worse than walking into the sunlight after having your eyes dilated. If patients aren't treated, some will inevitably go blind.



Many medical providers never suspect the culprit: syphilis. Usually, a syphilis infection shows up first as a firm, painless sore on the genitals or inside the mouth or anus, then as a rash, often on the hands and feet. If the infection is caught in either of these two stages, the cure is a shot of penicillin, which kills the bacteria. Left untreated, syphilis can enter another, more dangerous phase, attacking the heart, bones, brain, or nerves years or even decades later. Only about 1 to 5 percent of syphilis cases are thought to involve the eyes.



But now, eye symptoms are showing up seemingly all by themselves. Last year, doctors reported 17 new cases of eye syphilis to the Chicago Department of Public Health, mostly in people assigned male at birth with no other signs of the disease. In southwest Michigan, in 2022, five women showed up at clinics with ocular syphilis that was traced back to the same male partner. Experts are disturbed by what these cases might portend: that syphilis has been allowed to spread so widely, and for so long, that what used to be considered a fringe event might not be so rare anymore.



Because eye-syphilis symptoms can be the only noticeable sign of the disease, by the time people do get correctly diagnosed, their vision might be permanently damaged. Peter Leone, an infectious-disease physician at the University of North Carolina School of Medicine, is haunted by a patient who came into his hospital in 2015. The 33-year-old man had been experiencing blurred vision, light sensitivity, and ringing in his ears for weeks, but was misdiagnosed with a sinus issue at the emergency room and sent home with antibiotics. By the time Leone saw him two weeks later, the man could barely count the fingers on a hand held directly in front of his face. Leone immediately began treating him for syphilis, but he never regained his vision.



"Obviously it's disturbing," Leone told me. Eye syphilis "was a rare event before, and there seems to be a resurgence." He was so troubled by the patient he saw in 2015 that he reached out to colleagues to document other cases of eye syphilis around the country, warning that they could represent "a true epidemic." Scattered reports of rising ocular syphilis have also occurred in France, Canada, and other countries.



The simplest explanation for the jump in eye-related cases could just be that syphilis of any sort has been on the rise in the U.S. for decades, says Amy Nham, an officer with the Epidemic Intelligence Service at the CDC who investigated the Chicago cases. Sexually transmitted infections of all kinds are increasing worldwide, thanks to a long-standing lack of access to testing and treatment, increasing drug use, and falling condom use.



In the U.S., syphilis is gaining ground with particular speed. More than 200,000 Americans were infected with syphilis in 2022, which experts believe is likely an underestimation due to lack of screening during the coronavirus pandemic. That's almost 80 percent more cases than in 2018, and the highest number of documented cases since 1950. Experts aren't quite sure why. The disease has always been a wily foe, combining the sneakiest qualities of several other STIs: chlamydia's immune-evading powers, herpes's ability to lie dormant for years, and gonorrhea's trick of traveling through the bloodstream to faraway organs. Christina Marra, a neurosyphilis expert at the University of Washington Medical School, told me that syphilis also seems to be highly stigmatized even compared with other STIs like HIV, which could lead patients to avoid screening. In studies, Marra spoke with hundreds of men who had both HIV and syphilis. "They tell their mom about their HIV but they don't tell their mom about their syphilis," she said.



The idea that as infections continue to increase, so do the number of rare or extreme cases, including stand-alone eye syphilis, is the most accepted explanation among scientists. But several experts are concerned that a different, unique situation is unfolding. Some of the recent eye-syphilis cases might suggest a new eye-loving strain of the disease. That would explain the fact that all the cases in the Michigan cluster occurred at roughly the same time within a small geographic area, and stemmed from a single partner. "That is very strong epidemiological evidence that there was something unique about the syphilis strain in this case," William Nettleton, a family-medicine doctor and public-health researcher at Western Michigan University who documented the cluster, told me.



But in Chicago, the infections were documented over eight months, and occurred in hospitals all across the city. And past investigations have not supported the hypothesis of eye-loving strains, although they have found evidence for strains that are more likely to cause neurological symptoms. (Genetic sequencing is not part of standard clinical protocol, so no one attempted to sequence the strain types in the Chicago cases. A larger CDC study to identify any strains that may be associated with the eyes is ongoing.) Where symptoms show up in the body might be also influenced by a person's individual immune system and risk factors, Leone said.



Nham and other experts are less concerned with any possible new syphilis strains, and more worried about the fact that the disease is rising in new populations. In the past, men who have sex with men, transgender women, and people with HIV were at highest risk. But syphilis is now rising in women and heterosexual men without HIV as well. Most of the cases in Chicago were among heterosexual people assigned male at birth without HIV. The Michigan cluster consisted of five HIV-negative women and one HIV-negative man. The man who went blind in North Carolina was heterosexual and HIV-negative. Of particular concern is the sharp rise in pregnant women, who can pass syphilis through the placenta, resulting in stillborn babies or ones who grow up with blindness, deafness, or bone damage.



Today's apparent increase in neurological and ocular symptoms is a throwback to a time before penicillin, when about one-third of syphilis sufferers experienced neurological symptoms. In the 16th-century epic poem from which syphilis gets its name, the poet describes an unfortunate youth who, "his eyes, so beautiful, the clear mirrors of the day are devoured by a fearsome ulcer!" The Dutch painter Gerard de Lairesse and the Portuguese writer Camilo Castelo Branco are believed to have lost their vision from syphilis. Even Friedrich Nietzsche might have gone near-blind from the disease.



These unusual manifestations of syphilis are so antiquated that many doctors working today weren't trained to recognize them in medical school. In fact, "there's an entire generation of clinicians, including myself, who never saw syphilis in medical training because, in 1999 and 2000 when I was training, there was almost no syphilis in the U.S.," says Ina Park, a sexual-health researcher at UC San Francisco and the author of the book Strange Bedfellows: Adventures in the Science, History, and Surprising Secrets of STDs.



But even if doctors were better trained to spot unusual symptoms, the communities most at risk--many of which lack access to testing centers, education, and treatment--might not benefit from that knowledge. The man who came to Leone in 2015 delayed going to the ER in the first place because he had no health insurance. If he had been able to see Leone two weeks earlier, he would likely still have his sight. During the pandemic, many STI clinics closed or switched over to virtual care; last year, Congress proposed a $400 million cut from the national STI-intervention workforce. And in the past year, doctors have faced an acute national shortage of Bicillin L-A, an injectable form of penicillin that is the most effective antibiotic for treating syphilis and the only one recommended for pregnant women.



To the uninitiated, a sudden outbreak of eye syphilis sounds like the plot of a horror movie. But to Leone, the cases in Chicago felt like deja vu. "I'm going to be really honest, it didn't surprise me at all," he told me. We've known the cure for syphilis since 1943. The true horror is that the U.S. has allowed this ancient scourge to gain a foothold once again.
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A Breakthrough in Preventing Stillbirths

Half of pregnancy losses have unidentified causes. The placenta could provide answers.

by Claire Marie Porter


A 1905 medical drawing from Trattato Completo di Ostetricia (by Esnesto Bumm and Cesare Merletti) illustrates the human placenta. (VintageMedStock / Getty)



This article was originally published by Undark Magazine.

When Mana Parast was a medical resident in 2003, she had an experience that would change the course of her entire career: her first fetal autopsy.

The autopsy, which pushed Parast to pursue perinatal and placental pathology, was on a third-trimester stillbirth. "There was nothing wrong with the baby; it was a beautiful baby," she recalls. We're not done, she remembers her teacher telling her. Go find the placenta.

The placenta, a temporary organ that appears during pregnancy to help support a growing fetus, didn't look as it should. Instead, it "looked like a rock," Parast says. As far as they could tell, no one had ever examined this patient's placenta through her pregnancy, and it was her fifth or sixth stillbirth, Parast recalls.

Every year, there are approximately 5 million pregnancies in the United States. One million of those pregnancies end in miscarriage, and more than 20,000 end in stillbirth. Up to half of these pregnancy losses have unidentified causes. Recent and ongoing research, though, suggests that the placenta may hold the key to understanding and preventing some pregnancy complications, such as preterm birth and maternal and infant mortality. A closer look at the placenta--including its size and function--may have a significant impact on stillbirth rates.

The placenta and its pathologies have largely been understudied, some clinicians say. There are multiple reasons: the difficulties in studying a fleeting and dynamic organ, the limitations in researching pregnant people, a lack of scientific consensus, few prospective studies, and the absence of standardized pathology reports on placentas.

Some groups are working to change that. The placenta "is this complex organ that's critical to support fetal development, so you would think we know everything about it," says David Weinberg, the project lead for the Human Placenta Project, or HPP, an initiative by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. The project has awarded studies more than $101 million from 2014 to 2023 to develop better assessment tools for the placenta while it is growing inside a pregnant person.

Placental research is an area of obstetrics that is sorely lacking, according to Weinberg. Although limited research has been done on abnormal placentas after delivery, the HPP research teams realized in early meetings that if they wanted to improve outcomes, they'd need to know more about what a normal placenta does over the course of pregnancy. They are one of several U.S.-based teams tackling this issue.

The shift in research is a welcome one for Parast, who is now director of the Perinatal Pathology Service and a co-director of the Center for Perinatal Discovery at UC San Diego, and has received HPP funding for some of her work. But more should be done, she adds, including adopting a more cooperative approach to applying new findings: "If we're going to do this right, we have to come at it with this mindset."

The human placenta does a lot of work for the fetus; it is, effectively, the fetal lungs, kidneys, and digestive tract. It's also one of the only organs in the animal world that consists of two separate organisms--with tissues from both the mother and fetus--as well as the only temporary organ.

The placenta evolves across a pregnancy, too, continuing to support the developing fetus while interacting with the maternal environment, Weinberg says. The research has, so far, shown that issues with the placenta--its size, its placement, its microbiome--can signal health problems with both pregnant person and fetus, such as preeclampsia, gestational diabetes, preterm birth, and stillbirth.

Read: The mystery of Zika's path to the placenta

As researchers have tried to develop ways to observe the placenta throughout the course of an entire pregnancy, they're facing challenges, though. It's difficult, for instance, to study the organ before a birth, because of potential risks both for the woman and for her developing fetus. Pregnant women have been historically excluded from most pharmacological and preventative trials according to the National Institutes of Health Office of Research on Women's Health. The potential reasons include the threat of legal liability should the study harm the fetus, and the complex physiology of the pregnant body.

Because research on pregnant women faces so many restrictions, most placental research has been done after birth in a pathology lab. Here, the organ is typically examined only after a poor pregnancy outcome, such as stillbirth or placental abruption, in which the placenta pulls away from the uterus wall and causes heavy bleeding.

Placental pathology, though, has also long had limitations. "No one in their right mind was studying placentas," says Harvey Kliman, the director of the Yale School of Medicine's Reproductive and Placental Research Unit, recalling the early years of his pathology training in the 1980s, when the organ was particularly understudied. As a medical student, he says, "I was discouraged from going into OB-GYN. I was told you can't really do research on pregnant women. This is still basically true." Conducting OB-GYN research can be particularly challenging compared with other fields of medicine, he adds.

Although the advanced pathology residents were working on cancer, Kliman says that newer residents started in the basement morgue performing autopsies on placentas and fetuses. Even today, there is a hierarchy in pathology, and placental pathology is at the bottom, he says, akin to "scrubbing toilet bowls in the Navy."

"A placenta review after loss can take up to six months, because there's no priority--there's no patient on the table," Kliman says. Most pathologists, he adds, "don't see the human side of this at all. I deal with patients every day. This is very real to me."

Parast says that the culture of pathology is partly responsible for the lack of placental recognition, because pathologists often work in isolation from one another: "If there's a perinatal pathologist, they're the only one. So few people are doing this."

Historically, getting pathologists to come together and agree on the details of placenta work is difficult; to change that, Parast has been working with Push for Empowered Pregnancy, a nonprofit that aims to end preventable stillbirths, along with other advocacy groups such as Star Legacy Foundation. Parast has also pushed the Society for Pediatric Pathology to come together and standardize the way placental autopsy reports are written. This is a big complaint among obstetricians and advocates, she says, because when it comes to the reports as they are now, "no one understands them." She adds that clinicians also need more training on how to interpret them.

Placenta research is also hampered because of how science is done more broadly, says Michelle Oyen, a biomedical-engineering professor at Washington University in St. Louis. Competitive grant proposals and funding incentives can dissuade collaboration and methodology sharing. But building improved obstetrical outcomes requires collaboration between engineers and ob-gyns, she explains. Historically, she adds, there hasn't been a relationship between those fields, unlike other areas of medicine, such as orthopedics or cardiology.

Also at issue are shame and stigma around pregnancy loss--and women's health in general. "It's not just about the science, it's about the fact that these problems are much bigger than most people understand," Oyen says, referring to the systemic, gender-based obstacles in medicine. And NIH funding, when used to study diseases that primarily affect one gender, disproportionately goes to those that affect men, according to a 2021 study published in the Journal of Women's Health.

Furthermore, a 2021 study in the journal Science showed that female teams of inventors are much more likely to pioneer inventions in women's health than majority-male teams. With the majority of patents being held by men, "there is a balance problem there," Oyen says.

Read: A Fitbit for your placenta

That may be changing. "Women's health is having a moment. Those of us who have been working quietly on this for 25 years are laughing about it," she adds. "Like we've been doing this this whole time, and suddenly, you're really interested in it."

Research efforts like the Human Placenta Project aim to build a new research base on the ephemeral organ. Now, 10 years into the HPP, researchers have a better understanding of the organ and its role in pregnancy outcomes. They are developing tools to monitor the placenta noninvasively, Weinberg says, such as advances in magnetic resonance imaging and ultrasounds, both of which can help better visualize the placenta and its blood flow.

"We're at a point of clinical validation," he says. "Researchers think they have a measure that can indicate whether or not a fetus may be a risk." Prospective studies are the next step.

Unfortunately, none of these projects will be market-ready in the near future, he says, although he argues that the project has brought national attention to the placenta.

"I do believe the HPP raised global awareness," Weinberg says. "Things that seemed sci-fi not that long ago are now a possibility."

Still, some clinicians and advocates are disheartened by what they feel is slow progress with big projects such as the HPP, including Kliman and the advocacy groups Push and Measure the Placenta. Kliman's placental research has highlighted the role of a small placenta as the leading cause of stillbirth. An unusually small placenta, he says, is a stillbirth risk because fetuses can grow too large for it; this may cause the fetus's growth to stagnate, or make the organ simply give out.

Diagnosing a small placenta is "low-hanging fruit," he says, estimating that it could prevent 7,000 stillbirths a year.

A recent study that Kliman co-authored in the journal Reproductive Sciences showed that in the pregnancy losses they studied, one-third of previously unexplained stillbirths was associated with a small placenta. His team reviewed clinical data and placental pathology for more than 1,200 unexplained pregnancy losses and determined that the most common feature of stillbirth was a small placenta. This article has hopefully opened up a door to confirming where these losses are coming from, he says.

In 2009, together with his father, an electrical engineer and a mathematician who has since died, Kliman developed a 2-D-ultrasound measurement tool called Estimated Placental Volume which takes about 30 extra seconds at a routine ultrasound. But although the tool launched 15 years ago, getting it implemented has proved difficult.

Whether or not his EPV tool will become standard across obstetrics is still uncertain, he says. "We're dealing with a paradigm change, and there's a lot of resistance to changing the paradigm."

Other groups are also developing new tools for placental health. Oyen, for instance, is part of In Utero, a $50 million program funded by Wellcome Leap, which aims to halve stillbirth rates globally. For research on the placenta--and maternal and fetal health more broadly--the stakes are particularly high, she says: "Right now, all of the statistics on maternal and fetal mortality are going in the wrong direction in this country." Although fetal mortality rates have held relatively steady in the most recent years for which there are data, Oyen emphasizes that stagnation is not improvement.

Oyen's team is working to develop new ways to see how oxygen flows in and out of the placenta, using high-resolution imaging and modeling. The models could help determine how the placenta is working and, ultimately, detect if there is growth restriction.

The project follows a collaborative model with teams around the world made up of biomedical engineers, clinicians, and computer scientists. Because of this, Oyen argues, the project is more nimble than traditional research: "We have all these data-sharing agreements. We share techniques; we share information within this program. This is a model for how we have to move forward."

Getting obstetricians to implement these new findings in placental research will be the next big push, and in the U.S., that means taking the consensus to the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists--the herald of standard of care practices and guidelines for ob-gyns.

Professional societies need to develop guidelines, Parast says: "Obs need to come out and say 'We need this.' If there's a little bit of a push from the obs, our societies will catch on."

More than 20 years ago, when Parast processed her first placenta, the one that looked more like a rock than an organ, she and her teacher identified an accumulation of protein-containing material that indicated an underlying condition, possibly autoimmune, she says, which may have restricted the fetus's growth. Had someone looked at this patient's placentas sooner, Parast says, her multiple stillbirths may have been prevented with treatment.
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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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        Animal Behavior's Biggest Taboo Is Softening
        Katherine J. Wu

        At the start of Elizabeth Hobson's career as an ecologist, she knew to stick to one rule: Never anthropomorphize the animals you study.For plenty of people, assigning human characteristics to another living creature feels natural enough that we do it as a matter of course. But to many scientists who study animal behavior, anthropomorphism is a cardinal sin, and suggesting that a researcher has tiptoed in that direction is tantamount to saying they've resorted to uninformed speculation. Hobson, wh...

      

      
        The Cars Always Win
        Sarah Laskow

        Driving into New York City is a special kind of skill, requiring patience, cutthroat merging, and, sometimes, a willingness to navigate the backstreets of New Jersey. Driving in New York City, and especially in Manhattan, is also a skill, requiring the same patience and cutthroat merging, along with a willingness to pay upwards of $50 a day to park. People do it every day, but of all the places in the United States, Manhattan is perhaps the most hostile to driving. Given that New York City has th...

      

      
        NASA Finally Has an Alternative to SpaceX
        Marina Koren

        A Boeing spacecraft launched from the coast of Florida into orbit this morning, taking off in the kind of picture-perfect weather that every rocket hopes for in Cape Canaveral. Two veteran NASA astronauts are now on their way to the International Space Station. This particular commute to the space station is a major moment in American space travel. Barry Wilmore, the mission commander, and Sunita Williams, the pilot, are test-driving the new vehicle, known as Starliner. It's the first time Boeing...

      

      
        Boeing Was This Close to Launching Astronauts
        Marina Koren

        Updated at 3:33 p.m. on June 1, 2024

This afternoon, a Boeing-built spacecraft was set to blast off from Florida's Cape Canaveral and head toward the International Space Station carrying a human crew for the first time. The rocket stood tall on the launchpad, with the spacecraft, Starliner, perched on top. Two NASA astronauts were suited up and strapped inside. The weather forecast was as perfect as launch weather gets. But with just four minutes to go before liftoff, automated systems stopped t...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        Should the Hawthorn Be Saved?
        Robert Langellier

        Updated at 1:05 p.m. on June 4, 2024

The last time Ron Lance had visited Doggett Gap in western North Carolina, he photographed one of the premier sites for hawthorn trees in the American Southeast. Thousands of white blossoms speckled the hillside, with North Carolina's Newfound Mountains stretching to the horizon. Last summer, he visited again for the first time in 25 years. All that was left was a field of fescue grass. Only a couple dozen hawthorns remained.Lance is a caretaker of a nature p...
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Animal Behavior's Biggest Taboo Is Softening

Anthropomorphism, long considered a cardinal sin among researchers, is making a slow comeback.

by Katherine J. Wu






At the start of Elizabeth Hobson's career as an ecologist, she knew to stick to one rule: Never anthropomorphize the animals you study.



For plenty of people, assigning human characteristics to another living creature feels natural enough that we do it as a matter of course. But to many scientists who study animal behavior, anthropomorphism is a cardinal sin, and suggesting that a researcher has tiptoed in that direction is tantamount to saying they've resorted to uninformed speculation. Hobson, who studies birds at the University of Cincinnati, told me that when she was trying to get a foothold in her field, the mere accusation of anthropomorphism might have been enough to ruin her credibility.

But in recent years, a slow revolution has been unfolding among a contingent of animal-behavior researchers who argue that our impulses about other species, rooted in our own experiences of the world, are scientifically useful. Other animals do share our physiologies, habitats, and genes (to varying degrees); if anthropomorphism draws on those commonalities, it offers legitimate, testable ideas about other creatures' experiences. For many animals, there's even "a good case to be made that it's the right approach to assume, until we know otherwise, that there's similarity," Amy Parish, a primatologist at the University of Southern California, told me. Besides, the idea that anthropomorphism, so ingrained in human nature, can be fully stamped out is a myth, Ambika Kamath, a behavioral ecologist who's writing a book about animal behavior, said. If anthropomorphism can't be eradicated, perhaps it can be tamed by scientists who learn to wield it wisely.



Read: Do animals have fun?



Just 150 years ago, many naturalists took for granted that animals could and should be much like us. Darwin described disappointment in dogs and cunning in cobras, and argued that there existed "no fundamental difference between man and the higher mammals in their mental faculties." His protege George Romanes wrote of rooks putting a jackdaw on trial, a pet snake that died from shock upon glimpsing its ailing master, a monkey guilt-tripping the hunter who shot it by smearing its hand with blood.



By the late 1800s, other scientists had begun to loudly protest these accounts, and called for a new era of behavioral research, ruled by empirical observations and only the most irrefutable evidence. Anthropomorphism became regarded as lazy; today, researchers such as Clive Wynne, a behavioral scientist at Arizona State University, contend that it amounts to "short-circuiting the real work of doing science."



But that position had its shortcomings, too, Gordon Burghardt, an ethologist at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, told me. Researchers focused only on external observations have dismissed (and still do dismiss) the possibility that animals might have tough-to-quantify emotions or complex internal lives. Rather than friendships, animals have affiliative relationships. They could experience only fear-like and anxiety-like responses; what looked like alarm was a creature perceiving a flight-eliciting stimulus. Laughter, too, was euphemized as "positive affective vocal responses to tickling," or simply put in quotes. Even the idea of pain in other animals became controversial, with some scientists chalking up the jerks and twitches of creatures experiencing physical harm to reflexes. To this day, Margaret Gruen, a veterinarian and animal behaviorist at North Carolina State University, encounters colleagues who refuse to use the term suffering for other species.



But even with the moratorium on anthropomorphism, scientists were still letting human hang-ups shape their work. Researchers took decades to come around to the notion that bonobo societies were ruled by female dominance, Parish, who studies the apes, told me. And some have dismissed same-sex relationships in other creatures as paradoxical or maladaptive, Kamath said--despite evidence supporting the notion that those behaviors do come with benefits, such as improving social relationships among bonobos and dolphins.



Read: Surprise! Snakes have clitorises



Some scientists have now come to think that stamping out anthropomorphism was never feasible. The inclination for humans to see themselves in their surroundings is too automatic, Esmeralda Urquiza-Haas, a cognitive scientist in Austria who has studied the basis for anthropomorphism, told me. People see faces in architectural features; they give cars and  boats pronouns, and assign personalities and motivations to shapes moving across a screen. Anthropomorphism may just be a natural part of being a social creature, anticipating and inferring the motivations of others we interact with, including those of different species.



And the more that scientists have studied animal behavior, the more they have had to admit that other creatures are "more like us than we used to give them credit for," Joshua Plotnik, a psychologist at Hunter College, told me. Octopuses can use tools; wasps can distinguish faces; orcas cooperate to hunt seals. Orangutans can tease; ravens exhibit self-restraint; dolphins even have a way to call each other by name. Humans, too, are animals, Burghardt said. So why wouldn't it be the case that many of our traits--down to our motivations and needs--are shared across other life forms? To deny other animals that possibility would be its own fundamental error.



Read: Great apes know just how much to annoy one another



"The pressure to avoid anthropomorphism at all costs has lessened," Plotnik told me. His current studies on elephants, which delve into concepts such as cognition and intelligence, would probably have gotten him laughed out of most psychology departments several decades ago. Now, though, many academics are comfortable describing his study animals as clever, cooperative, and capable of thinking and feeling. This more permissive environment does put that much more pressure on researchers to weigh exactly how and where they're applying anthropomorphism--and to do so responsibly. But it's also an important opportunity "to use our anthropomorphic lens carefully," Kwasi Wrensford, a behavioral biologist at the University of British Columbia, told me.



Anthropomorphism can sometimes be spot-on. The key, Plotnik said, is actually gathering the evidence to back up your hunch. That's become one of the basic tenets of what Burghardt calls critical anthropomorphism--using anthropomorphic tendencies as fodder for generating hypotheses that can then be tested. Plotnik, for instance, has shown that elephants can console each other, by documenting how they proactively caress other individuals showing signs of distress. Other scientists have found that bonobos are capable of foresight, by showing that the apes will stash tools that aren't useful to them in the present but will become handy in the future. Still others have found that crows can remember individual faces--by donning rubber masks, temporarily trapping individual crows, and recording the birds later scolding people who are wearing the same getup. No single study will ever be airtight, and "plenty of people will never accept it regardless of how much objective evidence you give," Plotnik told me. But the foundations for these findings may be stronger than they've ever been.



And when hypotheses do turn out to be wrong, as hypotheses sometimes are, these same careful experiments can leave scientists with new ideas, rather than back at square one. Alexandra Horowitz, a canine-cognition researcher at Barnard College, told me that she was in part inspired to run an experiment a few years ago by a sentiment many pet owners share: that dogs get a guilty look when they realize they've done something bad. But her research showed that the remorseful gaze was actually sparked by their owners' chastising--"better understood as a really good reading of us," Horowitz told me, than an understanding of right and wrong.



Plus, allowing for a degree of anthropomorphism can free scientists to describe their findings in less stilted ways. At the University of Cincinnati, researchers in Hobson's lab debated how to describe the concerted aggression they observed when a high-ranking monk parakeet vanished from a social group, then attempted to reintegrate. They worried at first that the word bullying would project middle-school-esque dynamics onto the birds--the popular kids snubbing a former member of their circle because "we hate you now," Hobson said. But the term was also excellent shorthand to describe what the birds were doing. "We're just careful to define exactly what we mean," she said: "an increase in aggression towards a specific individual from all the other birds in the group."



Plenty of researchers, Wynne included, remain skeptical that anthropomorphism can accomplish net good. Even if there's evidence to back the notion that an animal experiences, say, shyness, defaulting to that answer might stop scientists from finding additional, less intuitive explanations. Anthropomorphism can also narrow the lens through which researchers view other species, many of which are capable of some very nonhuman feats: Bats echolocate; birds use quantum effects to navigate; bees can sense electric fields; mosquitoes can see in infrared. Project too much of what we do, and scientists will miss the ways in which other animals experience the world. "I find it very disappointing to keep looking for ourselves wherever we go," Wynne told me.



Read: How animals perceive the world



Many scientists are now trying to guard against these types of errors--following intuitions about animals' cognitive complexity, but searching for answers through means that aren't just primarily suited to us. Gruen's work in cats, for instance, has found that feline pain manifests not as moaning and groaning, but as subtle changes in daily routine, including whether the animal has gotten worse at leaping onto high surfaces, or is hesitating to climb stairs. At the Max Planck Institute of Animal Behaviour, Alex Jordan's lab is trying to confirm interpretations of certain cichlid behaviors by directly including the perspectives of the fish. To test whether a certain behavior is a threat display, for instance, the researchers use artificial intelligence to generate moving avatars of the animals, Jordan told me, then play back that action to cichlids in the wild and in the lab to gauge if their response matches up.



In the same way that scientists could never be certain that they were completely stripping anthropomorphism from their studies, there is no guarantee that they're self-aware enough to catch themselves overusing it. We struggle enough to see the perspectives of other people; to do so with another creature, with its own sensory repertoire and its own evolutionary path, requires even greater leaps. Still, accepting the inevitability of anthropomorphism may be more responsible than insisting that it can be purged, Kamath told me. Researchers who do the latter may risk something worse: a false sense of their work's objectivity.


 Detachment, after all, shouldn't always be the goal. Rejecting anthropomorphism too vehemently "can justify doing ethically questionable things," Wrensford said: treating animals without mercy, or as expendable obstacles to our goals. The value of other species shouldn't be  dictated only by how much they resemble us. But by ignoring all instincts to think of them like ourselves, we lose our best shot at empathy.
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The Cars Always Win

New York's stalled congestion-pricing plan was a rare chance to try something different in American transportation.

by Sarah Laskow




Driving into New York City is a special kind of skill, requiring patience, cutthroat merging, and, sometimes, a willingness to navigate the backstreets of New Jersey. Driving in New York City, and especially in Manhattan, is also a skill, requiring the same patience and cutthroat merging, along with a willingness to pay upwards of $50 a day to park. People do it every day, but of all the places in the United States, Manhattan is perhaps the most hostile to driving. Given that New York City has the most extensive public-transportation system in the country, Manhattan is also the place where driving is the least necessary.

Five years ago, then-New York Governor Andrew Cuomo and the state legislature approved a system that would reduce traffic and raise money to improve the subway: congestion pricing, which would charge vehicles a fee to enter Manhattan's central business district. The plan was supposed to recognize that bringing a car or truck into this very dense stretch of city has costs--not just the personal cost of going slowly mad while waiting to enter the Holland Tunnel, but costs in carbon emissions and air pollution. Limiting the time that vehicles spent idling in lines to enter Manhattan and exit Manhattan and turn in Manhattan and park in Manhattan--and coming to Manhattan at all--could have reduced the region's carbon emissions and air pollution, according to a joint city, state, and federal environmental assessment. (It also would have reduced waiting times for the drivers who did come.)

The system, which would have been America's first implementation of congestion pricing, would have charged cars up to $15 (and large trucks and buses up to $36) to enter Manhattan, depending on the time of day; it was set to go into effect on June 30. But today, New York Governor Kathy Hochul, who controls the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, announced that the program would be paused indefinitely. Hochul said she worried that New York City's economic recovery from the coronavirus pandemic was still too fragile, and that congestion pricing would impose a high enough cost on commuters that they'd choose instead to work from home or rethink living and working in New York altogether.

This wasn't an entirely new argument: Cuomo also made it while walking back his support for the program this year. But the program was now so close to launching that cameras meant to implement it were already in place. As the first reports of Hochul's decision leaked out, the plan's skeptics, most particularly politicians representing commuters in other New York counties and in nearby New Jersey communities, celebrated her flip. But housing and transportation advocates, climate experts, and New York City politicians began roaring their objections--that canceling the program was a mistake, and that the loose alternative plan Hochul had proposed for funding much-needed subway improvements, which would involve taxing New York businesses, was far from adequate.

Congestion pricing was always, in some ways, a small and specific goal. If the system worked beautifully--as it has elsewhere in the world, including Stockholm and Singapore--it still would make sense in relatively few cities in America. In New York, commuters, shoppers, showgoers, museum lovers, park strollers, and visitors of all kinds have other options for entering the city; in most places in the U.S., a price on congestion might raise money, but anyone disincentivized from driving would be stuck at home. The car rules America: It's a key component of everyday life and culture.

Yet even if congestion pricing were only ever implemented in New York City, it would have been a signal that U.S. politicians could shake up the nation's rigid transportation systems in the service of cutting back emissions. That cars appear to have won out even in New York shows how little room there might be for us to try anything different.

In the U.S., transportation accounts for about 30 percent of the country's total greenhouse-gas emissions; most of those transportation emissions come from cars and trucks. That picture is improving as car culture transforms in ways that benefit the climate. Sales of electric vehicles are increasing, EVs themselves are getting cheaper, and manufacturers have developed hybrid models that can drive hundreds of miles--and, in one case, more than 1,000--before refueling or recharging. Driving in America in the next decades will be better for the climate, and it will still be fun.

The problem is, if the U.S. is ever to reduce the large chunk of carbon emissions associated with transportation, cars cannot be the only winner. When you crunch the numbers, the giant shift toward electric vehicles would have to happen much faster than its current pace to meet the goals set by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change to stave off devastating global warming. One influential study, for instance, found that meeting those goals would mean that, by the middle of this century, at least two-thirds of all car travel in the United States would need to be electrified and rely on electricity sources with close to zero emissions. This is unlikely to happen, even given the Biden administration's push to increase electric-vehicle adoption. People buy new cars only every so often; most sold in America are still gas-powered and will be for years. (In 2023, EVs accounted for less than 8 percent of new car sales.) The U.S. energy system is still dominated by relatively carbon-intensive fuel sources, and although clean-energy sources are gaining ground, the country's energy mix will still be far from zero-emission by 2050.

If EV adoption continues at this pace, the U.S. has two real options for efficiently cutting down on emissions from its cars. The first would be, simply, for people everywhere to drive less. No one believes that this is practical, not least because driving is the most convenient way to get from one place to another in so many areas of this country. Driving less would mean that more people everywhere would have to do as Hochul imagines they will in New York, and stay home. The other option would be more targeted: dramatically reducing driving in the places that don't depend on it. New York City is clearly one of those places. Cars are one of the least convenient modes of transportation. The city has subway stops blocks apart from each other. It has buses and, in the most congested parts of Manhattan (and in the Lincoln Tunnel), specially designated lanes to speed buses past waiting cars. It has commuter rail going in every direction out of the city.

These systems could certainly be improved--perhaps especially for the commuters whom Hochul says she is prioritizing in her decision to cancel congestion pricing. Many models already exist for doing so: Cities across the world have been experimenting with and succeeding at building better systems for public transit of all kinds. By global standards, our trains and buses are slow; they do not serve every need of every person. (Some disability activists celebrated Hochul's decision to delay congestion pricing, arguing that the city's current public-transportation system so fails them, they must rely on cars.)

Even so, in Manhattan, unlike in so many other places in the United States, cars don't have to dominate. If EVs alone cannot reduce emissions enough, then especially in dense places where it makes the most sense not to drive, we need to be trying to move ourselves around in other ways. New York is throwing away a chance to demonstrate how.
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NASA Finally Has an Alternative to SpaceX

After years of complications, Boeing has launched astronauts to space for the first time.

by Marina Koren




A Boeing spacecraft launched from the coast of Florida into orbit this morning, taking off in the kind of picture-perfect weather that every rocket hopes for in Cape Canaveral. Two veteran NASA astronauts are now on their way to the International Space Station. This particular commute to the space station is a major moment in American space travel. Barry Wilmore, the mission commander, and Sunita Williams, the pilot, are test-driving the new vehicle, known as Starliner. It's the first time Boeing has launched astronauts into space, and the first time a woman has flown a trial of a new orbital spacecraft.

Every astronaut vehicle that has blasted off from U.S. soil since the beginning of the Space Age has experienced a nail-biting maiden voyage. It is a relief every time a crew safely reaches orbit, especially on a test flight. But the initial success of this mission is particularly comforting because the astronauts are flying on Boeing's creation, whose debut was delayed by a series of issues. On this first crewed launch, Boeing has proved that it is not a disaster. But its triumph will lead only to more nail-biters. To show that it is reliable, Starliner will have to bring the astronauts home a little over a week from now, and then repeat the whole endeavor.

The troubles of Boeing, the airplane manufacturer, have not reflected kindly on Boeing, the builder of spacecraft. Over the past couple of months, NASA has fielded questions from reporters about whether the mountain of safety issues at the company's airline division has spilled over into the space department. Bill Nelson, the NASA administrator, has told reporters that Boeing CEO Dave Calhoun has previously assured him about the quality of the leadership at Boeing's space division. (At the end of this year, Calhoun will become the second Boeing chief to step down in five years because of the turmoil.)

Boeing has a long history as a space contractor--it worked on Apollo rockets, the space station, and many projects in between. It's also the primary contractor for NASA's newest rocket, the Space Launch System, which is scheduled to launch astronauts toward the moon later this decade. With Starliner, Boeing is attempting to prove that it can deliver the nation's astronauts to the space station and back by itself--and keep up with SpaceX, which has been doing the job since 2020. The effort has had its own share of technical problems and oversights, including in the past few weeks.

When NASA retired its fleet of space shuttles, in 2011, the space agency turned to the private sector for transporting people to and from the International Space Station, and soon after gave Boeing and SpaceX billion-dollar contracts to develop their own crewed systems. When the companies weren't carrying government workers, they could sell seats to private citizens, a service that SpaceX has completed several times. SpaceX beat Boeing to the launchpad for an uncrewed test flight of its Dragon capsule, in 2019, which was mostly smooth from start to finish. But when Boeing followed later that year, the attempt had to be cut short. Starliner's flight software malfunctioned soon after launch, and on the way down, engineers found and quickly patched a software glitch that would have resulted in complete failure of the mission--and, if any astronauts had been on board, the loss of lives.

After spending a year and a half wringing out software bugs, Boeing prepared in 2021 for a second attempt, only to discover more than a dozen corroded valves on the spacecraft as it sat waiting on top of the rocket. In 2022, Starliner finally made it to the International Space Station and back, but before Boeing could attempt a crewed flight, it had to address newly found problems with Starliner's parachute system, as well as tape within the spacecraft that testing revealed to be flammable. Boeing finally felt ready enough to bring astronauts on board early last month, but the launch attempt was canceled hours before liftoff because of a faulty valve on the rocket. (The rocket, from the manufacturer United Launch Alliance, is used frequently, but it had never flown astronauts before today.) Over the next several weeks, engineers encountered more problems with Starliner itself, but by Saturday, NASA and Boeing felt ready to try again. "All is going well," Mark Nappi, the manager of Boeing's commercial-spaceflight program, said at a prelaunch press conference last week. But Starliner was grounded once again: an issue with a launchpad computer this time, one that turned up less than four minutes before the scheduled liftoff, when the astronauts and everyone watching likely believed that they were finally going.

Like the officials, the astronauts now flying on Starliner have stressed that the crewed mission may experience some problems. "Flying and operating in space is hard. It's really hard, and we're going to find some stuff," Wilmore told reporters in March. Officials said the same about SpaceX's first few crewed Dragon missions, but SpaceX's launches weren't preceded by quite so much bad press or quite so many glitches.

Wilmore and Williams are scheduled to arrive at the space station tomorrow. Along the way, the astronauts will briefly take control of the Boeing craft and see how it handles. Then Starliner must dock with the space station and later endure a fiery reentry through Earth's atmosphere to touch down in the western United States, ideally at the primary landing site in the New Mexico desert. Starliner must pass each of these tests before NASA certifies the vehicle for regular flights, with more than two astronauts at a time, to the space station.

SpaceX underwent the same process in 2020 with its own inaugural crewed flight. By now NASA astronauts have flown on SpaceX often enough that it's hardly a blip on space watchers' radar. But the first few crewed flights on Dragon were all nerve-racking. The same will be true for Boeing's Starliner. Boeing, in other words, is about to be tested publicly again and again. The writer Jerry Useem recently observed in The Atlantic that Boeing's decisions in commercial air travel have in recent years turned "the company that created the Jet Age into something akin to a glorified gluer-together of precast model-airplane kits." Another truncated space mission would certainly ding Boeing, and a major failure could turn a company that helped define the Space Age into an emblem of constant calamity.
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Boeing Was This Close to Launching Astronauts

The company's years-long effort to fly astronauts for NASA has been plagued with setbacks.

by Marina Koren




Updated at 3:33 p.m. on June 1, 2024
 
 This afternoon, a Boeing-built spacecraft was set to blast off from Florida's Cape Canaveral and head toward the International Space Station carrying a human crew for the first time. The rocket stood tall on the launchpad, with the spacecraft, Starliner, perched on top. Two NASA astronauts were suited up and strapped inside. The weather forecast was as perfect as launch weather gets. But with just four minutes to go before liftoff, automated systems stopped the countdown.

The astronauts are fine, and officials are now troubleshooting a computer that handles the rocket's final prelaunch sequence, which didn't work as intended But the pause caused Starliner to miss its scheduled liftoff window of only a single minute, timed to put the spacecraft on the proper trajectory to the space station.

Boeing's first crewed launch was originally supposed to happen three weeks ago. The astronauts donned new Boeing-blue spacesuits, said goodbye to their loved ones, and strapped into a capsule atop a rocket humming with fuel. Then a valve on the rocket malfunctioned, and the launch was called off and rescheduled. Then engineers discovered a small helium leak within Starliner itself. While analyzing the leak, engineers stumbled upon a "design vulnerability" in the spacecraft's propulsion system, further delaying the test flight. By today, it felt surreal to imagine that this spacecraft might actually get off the ground--not only because of the recent trouble, but because these problems are just the latest in a string of issues.

Boeing could try again tomorrow, but today's last-minute cancellation is one more bump in a rocky, years-long journey. The company's record matters because astronauts are precious cargo. But the company's record also matters because every Boeing misstep leaves the United States ever more reliant on its rival company, SpaceX, and its CEO, Elon Musk, to transport its astronaut to space. Boeing doesn't need to be the most groundbreaking or exciting American aerospace company to fulfill its duty to NASA. It merely needs to be a reliable transportation provider for America's astronaut corps. And with this flight, it must prove that Starliner can simply work.

In 2011, after three decades of service, 135 missions, and two deadly disasters, America's venerated fleet of space shuttles went into permanent retirement. But the country still needed a way to send its astronauts to the International Space Station, which demands constant staffing. So NASA turned to the private sector for help. It hired two companies--one young and inventive, the other established and staid--to develop new rides for its commuting spacefarers. SpaceX brought its first duo of astronauts to the ISS in the spring of 2020, in the thick of the pandemic. Since then, SpaceX has been consistently transporting four-person crews to the station, inside the company's Dragon spacecraft and on its Falcon 9 rocket.

Read: SpaceX's riskiest business

And Boeing ... Well, last year, NASA's second-in-command, Pam Melroy, told The Washington Post that Boeing's inability to cross over into operational Starliner flights was "existential." In addition to the most recent round of software glitches and faulty hardware, Starliner has suffered repeated complications that have set it several years behind schedule. Boeing and SpaceX started out at roughly the same pace, both launching their respective new astronaut capsule to the ISS for the first time in 2019. But whereas SpaceX's test went off without a hitch, Boeing's was cut short. I still remember the eerie silence that settled over the press site at Kennedy Space Center, in Florida, when officials realized that Starliner's flight software had malfunctioned, and the spacecraft couldn't reach the space station. Then, as Starliner made its way home, engineers discovered and fixed a software error that, if left uncorrected, could have resulted in a catastrophic failure.

Boeing didn't complete a successful uncrewed mission until 2022, and has spent the past two years fixing still more issues. Every new space vehicle turns up problems for manufacturers to troubleshoot and iron out, and delays are common in the industry. But Boeing's struggles have only compounded in recent weeks, when engineers made concerning discoveries about Starliner after NASA and Boeing officials had determined that the spacecraft was finally ready to fly.

Technicians have since replaced the wonky valve on the rocket, a frequently used vehicle from the manufacturer United Launch Alliance. Officials have decided not to plug the helium leak, determining that it doesn't pose a safety hazard. An analysis of the propulsion system's design vulnerability on Starliner determined that it could prevent the spacecraft from carrying out the maneuvers necessary to return to Earth, but only under rare circumstances. Engineers have prepared contingency plans for this mission, and Boeing officials said they have a few ideas for a permanent fix for the design issue, but they'll apply them to later Starliner flights. For now, the teams have decided the spacecraft is fine to launch as is.

At a press conference last week, Mark Nappi, the manager of Boeing's commercial-spaceflight program, said that although his team had missed the design weakness, he wasn't concerned about Boeing's process for determining flight readiness. "Hardware issues or hardware failures are just part of our business," Nappi said. "They are going to occur as we do launch preps; they're going to occur in flight." Uncovering anomalies is indeed a natural part of the spaceflight industry. But such reasoning might not sound reassuring to the public. (Earlier today, a Boeing spokesperson told me that the company has no additional comment on the latest issues and pointed to Nappi's recent remarks.)

All of this drama is unfolding while Boeing is under intense scrutiny for other recent events: this year's infamous panel-blowing-off-the-plane-mid-flight incident and two fatal crashes several years before that. The company's air and space divisions are two separate entities, and air travel and spaceflight are, of course, enormously different experiences. Starliner staff has NASA personnel watching over their shoulders, especially after the space agency admitted in 2020 that its oversight had previously been "insufficient." But the departments are part of the same embattled company, which faces multiple government investigations and the loss of its CEO amid the ongoing safety crisis. With every delay and bad surprise, the space part of Boeing will have a harder time convincing the government and the public that it's the more capable, responsible sibling.

Jerry Useem: Boeing and the dark age of American manufacturing

Boeing is supposed to make six regular-service flights for NASA in the coming years. In so doing, it would help fulfill the agency's desire to have more than one form of astronaut transportation in operation. NASA leaders have touted competition among contractors as a way to make spaceflight cheaper, but they also have more pressing motivators than cost. If SpaceX, the agency's current sole provider, has to suddenly ground its spaceships, NASA would have to consider turning to Russia for rides again. This arrangement brought NASA through the post-shuttle years from 2011 to 2020, but some members of Congress have always resented the arrangement.

Now NASA has once again deemed Boeing ready to attempt a crewed Starliner flight, and is projecting a fairly calm attitude about Starliner's latest round of problems. When asked whether NASA was concerned that the issues hadn't been found sooner, leaders emphasized that the inaugural crewed mission is a test flight. In fact, all of the 135 flights the space shuttles made could be considered test flights, "because we learned something on every single one of those flights," Jim Free, NASA's associate administrator, said at the press conference last week. More than half a century in, spaceflight remains a dangerous production. By informally labeling every mission a test flight, NASA risks diminishing the importance of accountability for problems that arise, especially in the aftermath of a harrowing or even deadly event.

The launch, if it happens, will mark only the beginning of Boeing's high-stakes demonstration. Starliner must deliver the astronauts assigned to it--the former military pilots Barry Wilmore and Sunita Williams--to the space station, protect them during a fiery atmospheric reentry, and land them in the New Mexico desert. In a recent post about Wilmore and Williams on X, Chris Hadfield, a retired Canadian astronaut who flew on two shuttle missions, wrote, "We've never been totally ready for launch--just need to convince ourselves we're ready enough." Perhaps only someone who has flown to space can say the quiet part out loud.
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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-principle-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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Should the Hawthorn Be Saved?

These trees once proliferated wildly across eastern North America, but now they're dying out.

by Robert Langellier


Ronald Lance recalls the lost biodiversity of hawthorn trees at Doggett Gap, near Asheville, North Carolina. (Courtesy of Robert Langellier)



Updated at 1:05 p.m. on June 4, 2024
 
 The last time Ron Lance had visited Doggett Gap in western North Carolina, he photographed one of the premier sites for hawthorn trees in the American Southeast. Thousands of white blossoms speckled the hillside, with North Carolina's Newfound Mountains stretching to the horizon. Last summer, he visited again for the first time in 25 years. All that was left was a field of fescue grass. Only a couple dozen hawthorns remained.

Lance is a caretaker of a nature preserve in North Carolina and an expert on hawthorn trees. (The species Crataegus lancei is named after him.) And for years now, he's been chronicling their mysterious decline in the eastern half of the United States. A century ago, the trees were all over the eastern landscape. Now finding one anywhere is hard. One Missouri botanist, Justin Thomas, told me they were functionally extinct in his region.

"It's gotten to the point where I don't want to see these old places anymore that used to have a lot of hawthorns," Lance told me. Much of his life's work is disappearing before his eyes. At the same time, he has made a startling assessment of the former abundance and variation of hawthorns: "I think it might be considered unnatural to begin with," he told me.

Until the 1890s, hawthorn trees were believed to be a simple taxonomic group, known to science as Crataegus. North America had 10 recognized species. Suddenly, from 1895 to 1910, the number of species exploded, and finding new hawthorns became a competitive sport. In 15 years, a handful of competing "Crataegophiles" identified almost 1,000 new hawthorn species--a rate of species naming that is almost unmatched in biology.

Out of those 1,000, many were the same species being named differently by botanists working independently. But the particular features of the trees themselves could mislead scientists, or at least those inclined to be misled. A 1955 history of hawthorns includes a blind item about a botanist known for his hawthorn obsession, who was once asked by a group of college women to identify three specimens. After he declared them three distinct species based on leaf shape, the women revealed that all three specimens came from the same tree. (The botanist--who was almost certainly Charles S. Sargent,  the most prolific namer of hawthorns--reportedly called it a "damned dirty trick.")

This was what a 1932 article called the "Crataegus problem"--one of the biggest mysteries in American plant taxonomy.

Today, most sources recognize anywhere from 22 to 200 hawthorn species in eastern North America. Whatever the true count, the trees take a vertiginous number of forms in nature. In many cases, one species isn't intuitively different from another; often, two entities will be identical but for a slightly different leaf shape or a different size fruit. Leigh Van Valen, a prominent evolutionary biologist, wrote in 1976 that perhaps no true hawthorn species exist at all--that they make up a sort of genetic continuum that doesn't allow for coherent species classification.

Part of the difficulty in identifying hawthorn species is their bizarre reproductive habits. First of all, they hybridize; that is, two species interbreed (as when horses and donkeys beget mules). Second, they are prone to polyploidy, meaning that they may have multiple sets of the same genetic information in their cells. And third, they can clone themselves through seed. In short, hawthorn reproduction can go like this: Two species hybridize and create a polyploid daughter, basically a genetic accident, largely cut off from reproducing sexually with other hawthorns. It can clone itself over and over, until hundreds of trees have spread across a field. They might look and act like a species, but they don't have the genetic diversity to persist over time. Botanists call these "microspecies."

This is rare in nature. With highly competitive organisms filling Earth's habitats, the likelihood that a genetic accident will outcompete them is low. Unless, perhaps, those habitats get shaken up by, say, a couple hundred years of landscape-scale clear-cutting and pasturing by humans and cattle.


In 2005, a mountain top at Doggett Gap, near Asheville, North Carolina, was full of flowering hawthorn trees. In 2023, when Ron Lance revisited the mountain, the hawthorns were all but gone. (Courtesy of Robert Langellier)



This is what Lance means when he says hawthorns' great diversification may have been unnatural. His hypothesis is this: European colonization remade the eastern North American landscape, converting forests into small cattle farms, logged lands, and fields bordered by sunny hedgerows--prime habitat for hawthorns, which thrive on a forest's edge. So as settlers cleared land in the 1700s and 1800s, hawthorns proliferated and microspeciated like mad, reaching a critical mass at the end of the 1800s. "They were hybrid inventions of themselves," Lance said.



Then, those small cattle farms dissolved into massive commercial farms, devoid of hedgerows. Or they reverted to second-growth forests. Hawthorns have been contracting ever since. That, according to Lance, is why botanists can't find them anymore. Sargent and the early Crataegophiles were seeing an aberration in geologic time.



Not everyone agrees with Lance's hypothesis. George Yatskievych, a botanist at the University of Texas at Austin, believes that hawthorn mania was a reflection of botany itself, which had advanced enough by 1890 to take on complicated plant groups. Speciation doesn't happen on a dime, he told me. "You're looking at hundreds of thousands of years" for speciation to occur in plants, not hundreds.



Tim Dickinson, a hawthorn researcher and emeritus plant curator at the Royal Ontario Museum, thinks hawthorns have evolved in man-made habitats, but pointed out to me that in the past 2.6 million years, glacial advances and retreats would also have opened up habitat for hawthorns. Wesley Knapp, the chief botanist at NatureServe, an organization that assigns rarity scores to plants, agrees with Lance that human influence on the hawthorns' habitat would have removed obstacles to their reproduction, but he thinks drawing hasty conclusions could lead to hasty extinctions. "If we just dismiss these things as doomed, then we're probably not going to conserve them," he told me.



However hawthorns achieved such dizzying diversity, the fact that they're now disappearing is inarguable. The reasons for that reversal are quite clear, too: Invasive species are choking out forest edges. Second-growth forests are shading hawthorns out. Commercial farms are bulldozing them. A fungal rust is killing them in the Midwest and the South.



"A lot of the so-called species probably will disappear," Lance told me. Then he added, to my surprise, "Who's to say that's a good or a bad thing? It's just a natural cycle." But conservationists tasked with trying to save biodiversity have to answer that question. If the present diversity of hawthorns is an artificial result of colonization, do we value the version of nature that preceded European influence, or do we value biodiversity for its own sake? In other words, how hard should we try to save the hawthorns? And which ones?



The question of which hawthorn species are, in fact, species has a practical bearing on these decisions. Alongside North Carolina's Blue Ridge Parkway, for instance, you can find the balsam-mountain hawthorn--a rare species that grows on only one mountain range. A few years ago, conservation groups were gearing up to assign the tree the rarest rank a species can receive, which would imply an urgent necessity to conserve it. But Lance decided it was probably a hybrid of two other hawthorns. He still believed the tree should be protected, but instantly, the species went from critically rare to nonexistent, from a conservation point of view.



With hawthorns suddenly scarce on the landscape, though, parsing out which species are real is next to impossible. "That's the root of the problem," Lance said. "They're gone."

Arthur Haines, a senior research botanist at the Native Plant Trust who has studied hawthorns for decades, told me the biggest threat to the trees is not land-use changes but botanists themselves, who are unwilling to meet the taxonomic challenge. If no one takes on the task of categorizing hawthorns, then no conservation group can take any measures to save them. Now that the trees are here, Haines said, "they're part of our floristic diversity. They came about not because of an arbitrary breeding in greenhouses, but from wild species interacting with each other on the landscape."

To him, that means they're worth saving. And every botanist I spoke with agreed with him. A small group of prominent southeastern botanists in North Carolina are now trying to set up an official hawthorn consortium to protect the genus, which would formalize and fund special research and conservation efforts for hawthorns. For most of the 20th century, botanists largely threw up their hands at solving the hawthorn puzzle. Now whatever solution they come to will determine what we try to save.





This article has been updated to include Arthur Haines's affiliation with the Native Plant Trust.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/05/hawthorns-american-botany-species-conservation/678366/?utm_source=feed
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Do Students Need Facts or Stories?

"I am not wise enough to say where the young can find what they need," Neil Postman wrote in 1989. But he had an idea about where to start.

by Will Gordon




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


Somehow, Neil Postman saw it coming. His 1985 book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, predicted that people would become so consumed by entertainment that they would be rendered unable to have serious discussions about serious issues. Postman was worried about television; he didn't live to see social media kick those fears into hyperdrive. Now Amusing Ourselves to Death has become a stock reference for commentators trying to explain life amid an onslaught of memes and influencers.

Although today Postman's name comes up mostly in relation to his critique of television, his writing on education is equally worth revisiting. In The Atlantic's December 1989 issue, he reviewed two books calling for a change in American pedagogy. Cultural Literacy, by E. D. Hirsch Jr., and The Closing of the American Mind, by Allan Bloom, were both unlikely best sellers, featuring dense passages on why the nation's youth were failing and what to do about it. Hirsch, then an English professor at the University of Virginia, argued that schools focused too much on teaching how to learn rather than what to learn. By absorbing hard facts, he thought, students would better understand references in texts, which would in turn boost their reading comprehension.

Bloom, a University of Chicago professor, was alarmed by the popularity of "relativism" among college students. If all principles and societal customs were arbitrary products of history, they couldn't be judged and must be held equal. Bloom felt that students must shed their faith in relativism so they could grasp clear, absolute truths. The critic Camille Paglia described the book as "the first shot in the culture wars." It sold more than 1.2 million copies.

Postman dissects each of their arguments, picking out flaws and using them to his own ends. "Hirsch believes he is offering a solution to a problem when in fact he is only raising a question," he writes. "Bloom suggests an answer to Hirsch's question for reasons that are not entirely clear to him but are, of course, to me." (Postman deploys sarcasm the way John Grisham deploys suspense.) Hirsch's "solution" was a roughly 5,000-item list of names, places, and other trivia that he believed literate Americans should know. But to Postman, the issue was not that students lacked information; it was that there was too much of it. Cable television was becoming a prominent force in American life. Twenty-three percent of households subscribed to basic cable in 1980; the number would go up to almost 60 percent by 1990. CNN, the first 24-hour news network, was changing how people consumed journalism. In 1982, an average of 5.8 million households a week watched the channel. Postman writes:

From millions of sources all over the globe, through every possible channel and medium--light waves, airwaves, ticker tapes, computer banks, telephone wires, television cables, printing presses--information pours in ... Clearly, we are swamped by information. Drowning in it. Overwhelmed by it ... How can we help our students to organize information? How can we help them to sort the relevant from the irrelevant? How can we help them to make better use of information? How can we keep them from being driven insane by information?


Bloom, Postman thought, had the answer--sort of. "Although he does not seem to know it, Bloom is arguing that students need stories, narratives, tales, theories (call them what you will), that can serve as moral and intellectual frameworks," Postman writes. "Without such frameworks, we have no way of knowing what things mean."

Here is where Postman seems prescient once again--or, at least, shows us how history has boomeranged. He writes that people and nations require stories, ways of understanding themselves as they're bombarded by data points. He sensed that Americans had lost faith in their nation's story, and that young people no longer believed in the stories previous generations offered them. Today, information, accurate or not, is more accessible than ever. Log on to social media, and you'll find a feed swarming with news, real and fake. Ask a large language model for clarity, and it might hallucinate. And the national story feels more fractured than it was in the 1980s. Debates rage over how the United States remembers its past and thinks of its place in the world; fights over insufficient civics instruction, book bans, and classical education fill op-ed pages.

"Americans rely on their schools," Postman wrote in his 1995 book, The End of Education, "to express their vision of who they are, which is why they are usually arguing over what happens in school." In his 1989 Atlantic article, he avoids outlining his vision: "I am not wise enough to say where the young can find what they need." Instead, he reminds his readers why, confronted with an unrelenting flow of information, they need a vision--some kind of narrative, a way to reach into the rapids, sift through the dregs, and give meaning to what remains.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/06/do-students-need-facts-or-stories/678614/?utm_source=feed
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The Free-Trial Trap

How much of the subscription economy relies on people forgetting to cancel?

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.


Free trials are convenient for consumers--and expedient for companies. But how much of the subscription business relies on people simply forgetting to cancel?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The most consequential TV show in history
 	NASA finally has an alternative to SpaceX.
 	The two-time Trump voters who have had enough




"Impossible to Get Out"

Do you have long-forgotten free trials turned memberships languishing in your credit-card statements? If you, like so many others, can say yes, the thriving subscription economy has you to thank.

One can subscribe to almost anything right now--meat boxes, razor refills, a membership to Pret a Manger (and, well, this magazine)--a reality of our world at least since subscription mania began raging in the mid-aughts. As subscriptions proliferated, so, it seems, did the free trials that lure us in--and sometimes trap us.

A free trial makes intuitive sense and, when executed fairly, can benefit both companies and consumers. Many products are "experience goods," Neale Mahoney, a Stanford University economist, told me in an email, and we can figure out whether we like them only by trying them. Consider the free ice-cream sample--you don't want to go in on a cone if you don't know that you like the flavor. But "the obvious problem," Mahoney noted, is that--unlike with ice cream--"virtually all free trials roll over into paid subscriptions." When that moment comes, many shoppers simply forget that they've signed up. One 2022 survey found that about 40 percent of consumers have stayed subscribed to a service they don't use because they forgot about it. The problem is so widespread that a cottage industry of services designed to help consumers keep track of and cancel subscriptions has popped up (of course, these services often charge a monthly recurring fee).

Getting inadvertently mired in paid subscriptions can turn costly. In fact, according to research that Mahoney has done on the role of inattention in subscriptions, the subscription economy is bolstered by just that. "For some subscription services, inattention raises revenue by a factor of three," Mahoney told me, adding that "it's hard to imagine these subscriptions being commercially viable if consumers were paying attention each month."

Trials can be an easy win for companies: By giving someone a free or low-cost trial, brands can get consumers into their ecosystem--sending them emails, learning about their preferences, and getting them in the habit of using a product. Investors love it when companies set up subscription models, because unlike with one-off purchases, which can bounce around from day to day, companies can use subscription models to plan ahead, Daniel McCarthy, a professor at Emory University's business school, told me in an email.

But when a shopper decides to quit a service, the system doesn't always treat them fairly. If forgetfulness is a common barrier to escaping the free-trial trap, a much more sinister one is the fact that some companies make canceling really hard. If you have ever been diverted to a bunch of new pages asking you if you're sure you wish to cancel, you know what I mean. Such tactics--"Please don't leave us!"--can veer into manipulation. This dynamic, Sidney Fussell reported in The Atlantic in 2019, is known in some circles as the "roach motel. Easy to get in, nearly impossible to get out." Some people are drawn into the roach motel because they are overly confident that their future self will remember to cancel, Fussell notes--and that getting out of a subscription when the time comes will be simple enough.

The government is trying to crack down on companies' manipulative behavior: Last year, the Federal Trade Commission proposed a new "click to cancel" provision, which would require corporations to make the process of canceling a service as easy as signing up for it. (Perhaps predictably, trade groups have pushed back on the plan.) Mahoney told me that companies could also be fairer to consumers by, for example, sending them reminders about recurring charges, especially if their accounts are sitting unused.

Back in 2022, Amanda Mull warned in The Atlantic that we might soon reach a subscription breaking point: "No one is sure how many subscriptions the average household will bear before it snaps and starts canceling things, but we might be about to find out." It seems we are not quite there yet. Two years later, subscriptions are still everywhere--my sunscreen purveyor just tried to prompt me to subscribe--and so are the tantalizing trials that come with them.

Related:

	This is peak subscription.
 	The endless, invisible persuasion tactics of the internet




Today's News

	Donald Trump's Georgia election-subversion case is on pause indefinitely, as an appeals-court panel waits to hear arguments about whether Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis can stay on as a prosecutor.
 	In recent days, Ukraine fired U.S.-supplied weapons into Russia for the first time.
 	Hunter Biden's ex-wife and ex-girlfriend testified in his federal trial about his past drug use. He is charged with three felonies related to his purchase and possession of a handgun, including lying on a 2018 federal firearms application about his drug use.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: La Nina is a climate phenomenon that should cool the world, Marina Koren writes. But first, we have to make it through another sweltering summer.
 	Work in Progress: Can workers' power grow even if union membership does not? Annie Lowrey explores the future of labor.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



The Near Future of Deepfakes Just Got Way Clearer

By Nilesh Christopher

Throughout this election cycle--which ended yesterday in a victory for Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party after six weeks of voting and more than 640 million ballots cast--Indians have been bombarded with synthetic media. The country has endured voice clones, convincing fake videos of dead politicians endorsing candidates, automated phone calls addressing voters by name, and AI-generated songs and memes lionizing candidates and ridiculing opponents. But for all the concern over how generative AI and deepfakes are a looming "atomic bomb" that will warp reality and alter voter preferences, India foreshadows a different, stranger future.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	India is starting to see through Modi's nationalist myth.
 	Trump will never rule out a bad option.




Culture Break


Atsushi Nishijima / HBO



Watch. The new TV series Fantasmas (premieres Friday on Max) isn't exactly funny, Shirley Li writes. But it does capture the absurdity of modern existence.

Read. "No Miracle," a poem by Kelsey Day:

"it could've been an email, / or a knife gliding over the bruise of an apple, / a surgical sweetness."

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I love this 2021 story from my colleague Saahil Desai about Taco Bell's occasional taco-subscription promotion. In addition to surfacing previously-unknown-to-me Taco Bell lore ("This is a brand that reportedly spent $500 million on an ad campaign featuring Gidget, a talking chihuahua with the catchphrase 'Yo quiero Taco Bell!'"), the article contains this line, which really made me reflect on modern life and the state of our current capitalist environment: "Lord knows the difficulty of buying tacos on a non-subscription basis."

-- Lora



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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Europe Braces for Trump's Return

A conversation with McKay Coppins about America's bruised international reputation

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 people around the world, the outcome of the U.S. presidential race is an existential question. When my colleague McKay Coppins visited four allied countries in Europe and spoke with European diplomats, government workers, and politicians, he observed "a sense of alarm bordering on panic at the prospect of Donald Trump's reelection." I spoke with McKay about the heightened anxiety among allied countries who view Trump as a looming threat to the stability of the global order.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Lara Trump failed the Hogan test.
 	Good on Paper: Who really benefits from the great remote-work experiment?
 	The most beautiful stroke in tennis




Divide and Distract

Stephanie Bai: In your article, you quote European diplomats and politicians who are very alarmed about the U.S. election and a potential Trump win. Yet you note that Americans largely "aren't thinking about Europe much at all." Why is there such a mismatch in each party's concern about the other?

McKay Coppins: That was one of the things that most struck me while reporting: the imbalance in attention that America and Europe pay to each other's domestic politics. In Europe, I would meet officials who could cite granular polling from Iowa or Michigan. If you asked the average American about European politics, I think you would probably get a blank stare. It's understandable on some level that Americans are focused on our own domestic problems, such as inflation, the economy, and immigration. European countries rely on America, but most Americans don't think we rely on Europe to a similar degree.

What I was hoping this story would do, first of all, is to show Americans just how high the stakes of this election are for people's day-to-day lives in Europe. And then, also, to help them understand that America won't be isolated from the consequences of a collapse of the established global order. Those effects would find their way back to the average American.

Stephanie: What could some of those consequences look like?

McKay: At some point in almost every conversation, the European officials I spoke with would point to how America benefits from trade agreements with Europe and how instability on their continent would find a way back to American pocketbooks. All that is true. But I was almost depressed that the Europeans had apparently decided that the only way they could get through to their American allies was to convince us that it was good for our bottom line to prevent Russia from attacking them. The alliance between Europe and America is supposed to be rooted in something more idealistic and meaningful than economic interests. That's a part of it, but it's also about shared commitment to democratic values.

Stephanie: It does strike me as a luxury for Americans to mostly focus on our domestic ailments when some of these Eastern European countries are looking down the barrel of a potential Russian invasion.

McKay: Part of being an American is enjoying all kinds of security and protection and luxuries that much of the world doesn't take for granted. That was driven home for me most potently when I visited Estonia, a tiny country that borders Russia. I went to the city of Narva, which is separated from Russia by one bridge and a river, and I spent some time with this guy who works at the border checkpoint. His day-to-day life is shaped by the reality that a belligerent nuclear power exists right on the other side of this river. And if not for NATO, if not for America's commitment to its European allies, Russia could roll a tank across that border and start to conquer Estonia. I think it's hard for the average American to grasp that. I grasped it intellectually before I went there, but there was something really affecting about seeing just how precarious life feels when you're right there on the border.

Stephanie: "To understand why European governments are so worried about Trump's return," you wrote, "you could look at the exceedingly irregular tenure of Trump's ambassador to Germany, Richard Grenell." The strong-arm approach of Trump and Grenell sometimes produced successful policy outcomes, such as getting more NATO countries to increase their military spending--but how effective is their brand of diplomacy in the long run?

McKay: Trump's "America First" diplomacy got short-term results in some cases. For example, Richard Grenell was able to extract some policy concessions from the Germans because he was so belligerent and willing to burn bridges. But there are trade-offs to that style of diplomacy. The trade-offs are more long-term, but they're a lot more serious.

I spoke to a lot of Germans who said that Grenell's tenure left them wrestling with really difficult questions about their relationship with the United States. They had always kind of believed, even when they had disagreed with previous administrations, that they could count on America to support NATO and to stand up to autocrats. Now a lot of German officials are wondering if America is just another ruthlessly transactional superpower, not all that different from China or Russia. I suppose readers have to answer this question for themselves: Is it worth trading America's reputation for some short-term policy concessions?

Stephanie: Victoria Nuland, the recently departed undersecretary for political affairs at the State Department, told you: "If you are an adversary of the United States ... it would be a perfect opportunity to exploit the fact that we're distracted." Have other countries already exploited our domestic turmoil?

McKay: Everyone around the world has taken note of the fact that America's domestic political scene is more chaotic and divided than it's been in many decades. We've seen reports, for example, that Russia, China, and Iran are undertaking pretty extensive propaganda and disinformation campaigns that draw on our domestic divisions to further divide and distract us. I think that we will see a lot more of that going forward.

This is one of the unknowns of a second Trump term: How much more distracted and chaotic can America get? If we take him at his word, his reelection would bring a lot more upheaval to domestic American politics. And the result would be a lot more upheaval around the world.

Related:

	What Europe fears
 	Trump will abandon NATO.




Today's News

	Wisconsin's attorney general filed felony charges against three people who worked for Donald Trump and helped submit paperwork that falsely claimed Trump had won the state in 2020.
 	Attorney General Merrick Garland testified before the House Judiciary Committee. Some Republican representatives have threatened to hold him in contempt because he refused to hand over the audio tapes from Special Counsel Robert K. Hur's investigation into President Joe Biden.
 	Prime Minister Narendra Modi appears to have won a third term based on the early results of India's general election. His party seems unlikely to win a majority of the legislative seats, because of the strong challenge mounted by the opposition party.




Evening Read


A 1905 medical drawing from Trattato Completo di Ostetricia (by Esnesto Bumm and Cesare Merletti) illustrates the human placenta. VintageMedStock / Getty



A Breakthrough in Preventing Stillbirths

By Claire Marie Porter

When Mana Parast was a medical resident in 2003, she had an experience that would change the course of her entire career: her first fetal autopsy.
 The autopsy, which pushed Parast to pursue perinatal and placental pathology, was on a third-trimester stillbirth. "There was nothing wrong with the baby; it was a beautiful baby," she recalls. We're not done, she remembers her teacher telling her. Go find the placenta.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump's big new megaphone
 	Psychedelics are challenging the scientific gold standard.
 	Stop trying to understand Kafka.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic



Try your hand. Lawrence Wood holds the all-time record in the New Yorker caption contest. Here are some of his tips on how to beat him at his own game.

Listen. The latest episode of How to Know What's Real explores how to determine what is "real life," now that the internet and AI are integrated into so much that we do.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The GOP's Single-Message Machine

Prominent Republicans have made Trump's revenge tour the centerpiece of their agenda.

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.


After the 2016 release of the Access Hollywood tape in which Donald Trump boasts about groping women, Republicans considered their options--and Trump's candidacy faced a moment of maximum peril. But after Trump's conviction last week, an enraged MAGA establishment moved quickly to enforce new litmus tests.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	What Europe fears
 	Trump's most audacious lie yet
 	The failing state next door




No Hesitation

Think of last Friday as a bookend to the transformation of the GOP.

Back in October 2016, after the Access Hollywood tape was made public, many Republicans paused and took a deep breath. Then, some of them--such as Senator Mike Lee of Utah--decided to openly abandon their party's nominee. I remember texting Reince Priebus, then the chair of the Republican National Committee. "I am the guy trying to fix this!" he wrote. "I am in tears over this."

Within a few hours, House Speaker Paul Ryan withdrew his invitation to Trump to appear at a joint appearance the next day in Wisconsin. For a moment, it seemed like a turning point. But it wasn't, at least not in the way I thought it would be. In the end, most of the Republicans returned after a few days of fruitless soul-searching.

This time, there was no hesitation. Republicans fell seamlessly in line last week, not merely defending Trump after his conviction on 34 felony charges but also embracing his threats of retribution. Seemingly prewritten statements of unwavering, fervent support were issued within minutes. The GOP presumptive nominee had just been found guilty of paying hush money to a porn star and covering it up, and not a single prominent Republican withdrew their endorsement.

Prior to the arrival of the jury's decision, Larry Hogan, the former Republican governor of Maryland and a current Senate candidate, issued a statement urging Americans "to respect the verdict and the legal process"; after the verdict, the Trump adviser Chris LaCivita fired back at Hogan: "You just ended your campaign." Even though the former governor is locked in a competitive race that could determine control of the Senate, the RNC co-chair Lara Trump also lashed out at Hogan, saying that he "doesn't deserve the respect of anyone in the Republican Party at this point, and, quite frankly, anybody in America."

Hogan stood nearly alone: One after another, Republican politicians at every level of government rallied to Trump's postconviction defense. Wealthy conservatives and business executives such as Bill Ackman and David Sacks also rushed to support Trump, perhaps thinking that they are buying while the stock is low--hoping that Trump will remember, and repay them for, their loyalty. (This, of course, is the same logic the GOP politicians have been using for a while now.)

Meanwhile, right-wing influencers echoed and amplified Trump's defiant calls for payback. Trump, of course, has made locking up his opponents a central theme of his campaigns and has repeatedly threatened to use another presidential term to retaliate against his critics, his opponents, and the media. Thus far, it has been tempting to dismiss all of this as Trump's peculiar and personal animus. But it's now clear that he has a substantial constituency for his campaign of vengeance. In fact, his base is demanding it. As Ali Breland reports in The Atlantic, the MAGA internet is seething with threats of violence and retaliation--not just at the fringes, but from well-known right-wing media outlets as well.

GOP members of Congress are seeking revenge too. Marjorie Taylor Greene called for defunding New York as a result of the jury verdict. Ronny Jackson, the White House physician turned Texas congressman, declared that if Trump wins, he will encourage members of Congress to go after Joe Biden and members of his family: "I'm just telling you right now, President Biden should be ready ... What's good for the goose is good for the gander."

And then there is Mike Lee. Back in 2016, Lee was so appalled by the Access Hollywood tape that he recorded a video asking Trump to step aside as the Republican nominee. Lee said that if someone had spoken to any of the women in his family the way Trump had spoken, "I wouldn't hire that person, wouldn't want to be associated with that person," and most important, "I certainly don't think I would feel comfortable hiring that person to be the leader of the free world."

On Friday, Lee declared that his fealty to Trump was now so unbreakable that "strongly worded statements" were "not enough." "Those who turned our judicial system into a political cudgel must be held accountable," he declared, as he joined seven other GOP senators in refusing to cooperate with "any Democrat legislative priorities or nominations."

Prominent Republicans have not only made their peace with Trump's character; they have also made his revenge tour the centerpiece of their agenda. If Trump wins and enacts his campaign of retribution from office, do not expect any resistance from the GOP establishment. They will be cheering it on.

Related:

	Trump stumped
 	The MAGA internet calls for war.




Today's News

	Jury selection began in Hunter Biden's criminal trial in Delaware. He is charged with three felonies, including lying on his 2018 federal firearms application about his drug use.
 	President Joe Biden is expected to sign an executive order tomorrow that would allow him to temporarily close the U.S.-Mexico border to asylum seekers once the number of illegal migrant crossings exceeds a daily threshold. The restrictions would likely apply to most asylum seekers who try to cross the border illegally.
 	Anthony Fauci testified during a House subcommittee hearing about the federal response to COVID-19 and the possible origins of the coronavirus.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiles advice for college students on the precipice of life after graduation.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Adam Maida for The Atlantic



The Rise of Poverty Inc.

By Anne Kim

In 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson declared "unconditional war on poverty," and since then, federal spending on anti-poverty initiatives has steadily ballooned. The federal government now devotes hundreds of billions of dollars a year to programs that exclusively or disproportionately benefit low-income Americans, including housing subsidies, food stamps, welfare, and tax credits for working poor families. (This is true even if you exclude Medicaid, the single-biggest such program.)
 That spending has done a lot of good over the years--and yet no one would say that America has won the War on Poverty. One reason: Most of the money doesn't go directly to the people it's supposed to be helping. It is instead funneled through an assortment of private-sector middlemen.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Dalai Lama is landing in the middle of the 2024 election.
 	On D-Day, the U.S. conquered the British empire.
 	Why extreme syphilis symptoms are showing up now




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



Read. These nine books are candid about the realities of aging, growing, and changing.

Watch. John Wayne's performance in The Searchers (available to rent on Amazon Prime) explores the sadness of the obsolete man he plays, Caleb Madison 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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A Portrait of an Obsolete Man

Culture and entertainment musts from Caleb Madison

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 Caleb Madison, The Atlantic's very own crossword-puzzles editor and the author of the Good Word newsletter. He has written about why AI doesn't get slang, the true meaning of meta, and the two most dismissive words on the internet.

Caleb recently ventured through the filmography of the director John Ford; his journey culminated in a screening of The Searchers, starring John Wayne. His other cultural interests include probing the "neoliberal child-product" of Spy Kids--a movie he truly enjoys, for the record--and reading Emily Wilson's "colloquial yet classic" translation of The Odyssey.

But first, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Trump, defeated
 	The real "deep state"
 	The same old sex talk isn't enough.




The Culture Survey: Caleb Madison

The culture product my friends are talking about most right now: A couple of months ago, a few friends (well, one friend and one fiancee) and I embarked on FordFest, an informal retrospective of the Golden Age of Hollywood director John Ford. Ford made more than 140 movies in a career that spanned from the Silent Era to Technicolor. He is best known for his elegant and poetic Westerns, starting with Stagecoach in 1939. Whereas most movies in the genre simplify the frontier into cartoonish propaganda, Ford's depiction of the West is bittersweet and conflicted. I admit, before I saw any of his work with Ford, I thought John Wayne was supposed to be this macho hero. But Ford dissembles Wayne's bravado to explore the sadness of the obsolete man--an aging former cowboy with no West left to win.

FordFest culminated at the Egyptian Theatre (where Ford's first major movie, The Iron Horse, had its Los Angeles premiere in 1925) for a screening of the brand-new 70-mm print of The Searchers, a landmark achievement in narrative storytelling that inspired everything from Lawrence of Arabia to Taxi Driver. In it, Wayne plays Ethan Edwards, a weird old Confederate soldier who returns to his brother's house three years after losing the Civil War, which he is very defensive about. "Well, I never surrendered," Ethan exclaims like a Tim Robinson character.

When Comanches raid the house and abduct Ethan's "niece," he makes rescuing her his whole thing. But the longer he spends looking for her, the more his rescue mission seems motivated by a depressive drive toward death-by-Comanche. By the final, heartbreaking shot, you can only pity the man. A cowboy is just an outcast with a rebrand.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: Not exactly a novel, but I'm loving Emily Wilson's translation of The Odyssey. The way she renders Homer feels colloquial yet classic, and the world of ancient Greece has the soothing aesthetic qualities of a Nancy Meyers movie. Whenever Odysseus washes up on some island, the local royalty is always giving him a hot bath and anointing him in oils before laying down some comfy textiles on a marble floor by the fire so he can tell them his tale over a big chalice of wine and some roast meats. Yes, please.

Carlo Rovelli's Reality Is Not What It Seems, about how scientific concepts of reality have evolved, blew my mind in a way that I am still actively trying to recover from. For a while there, I caught myself staring for hours at particles of dust, stretches of road, or leaves in the wind. It was not okay.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: This is a two-birds-one-stone situation. At the Met Gala, Rosalia--one of my favorite artists--shared an effervescent story about the salsa singer Hector Lavoe, thus turning me onto this album, which I can't stop listening to right now.

I also have a deep and undying love for the North London alt-rapper Jimothy Lacoste.

An online creator that I'm a fan of: Kevin Kennedy is a lawyer in Tennessee who somehow made it onto my TikTok feed and never left. He's a theatrical guy with an outlandish sense of style and a flair for jewelry. I love how he gives us a peek into his practice, but I'm not sure I'd turn to him for representation. I guess it would depend on my crime.

Something I recently rewatched: Spy Kids, directed by Robert Rodriguez, is a true masterpiece--by far the best live-action children's movie of all time. No guns or blood or dumb, winky jokes ... Spy Kids is told from the perspective of a kid in a way that dignifies rather than demeans.

It's also the origin story of the 21st-century neoliberal child-product. Gregorio and Ingrid Cortez, formerly active agents for the state, now live safely and comfortably as "consultants" with their two young Millennial children. But something is wrong. Their days of violence may be over, but the battle has relocated to the culture industry. Fegan Floop, the Gaudiesque children's-show host their children love, also works for a private military contractor, abducting former spies whom he transforms into sculptural creatures known as Fooglies, then forcing them into supporting roles on his show. Floop operates from an island that's both a prison and a production studio, disguising political warfare as children's popular entertainment in a sick psyop conspiracy that would make Thomas Pynchon proud.

The ultimate product of this merger of media mind control? An army of robot children with computers for brains. A better metaphor for the formation of Millennial consciousness I have never seen.

All intellectual BS aside, the film is so beautifully faithful to the mind of a child. Apparently, Rodriguez adapted a lot of the details of the world from his childhood doodles, and it shows. Certain ideas and images from the film are lodged into my mind forever: the henchmen creatures composed of five huge thumbs, the car that seamlessly turns into a submarine when they drive off a cliff, the microwavable McDonald's meal ... It feels like playing a great game of imagination with your sibling. The story elegantly taps into the existential mystery of coming of age and realizing that your parents live in another world--one of unknowable intrigue, but one that you must prepare to enter soon.



The Week Ahead

	The Watchers, a horror film directed by Ishana Night Shyamalan and starring Dakota Fanning as a woman who is trapped in a forest and stalked by unknown creatures (in theaters Friday)
 	Queenie, a television series based on the best-selling novel about a Jamaican British woman in London who goes through a quarter-life crisis after a messy breakup (premieres Friday on Hulu)
 	Fire Exit, a novel by Morgan Talty about a man who wrestles with whether or not to tell his neighbor that he's actually her father (out Tuesday)




Essay


Video by The Atlantic. Source: Jamie Shannon and Jason Hopley / Nanalan' Official / YouTube.



'She Is the Icon of All That Is Joyful in the World'

By J. Clara Chan

Earlier this year, I was scrolling through TikTok when the sound of a piano, accompanied by a baby bird chirping, stopped my thumb mid-air. In the video, a little green puppet girl with big eyes and two tufts of hair holds a yellow felt bird in a blanket. "Hey, birdie. It's okay, birdie," she coos. "I'm gonna take care of you, birdie." My mind went back to the difficult year I'd just had: the loss of my father to cancer, two consecutive layoffs from jobs I loved. But this video made me feel oddly comforted, as if I were both the girl and the bird. We were going to be okay.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	To have or not have children
 	Eric shows everything that's wrong with mid TV.
 	The slasher movie reaches disturbing new heights.
 	You'll become a fan of these fierce, strange girls.
 	The woman who made America take cookbooks seriously
 	What can't Glen Powell do?




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	A radical reform to de-radicalize politics
 	Trump's smoking gun is a dream that will never die.
 	RFK Jr.'s philosophy of contradictions




Photo Album


Onlookers cheer during the Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling Race. (Molly Darlington / Reuters)



This week, crowds gathered at Cooper's Hill, near Gloucester, England, to cheer as racers took part in the annual Cooper's Hill Cheese-Rolling and Wake. Check out these images of a chaotic scramble down a very steep and uneven grassy hill.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Seeing Your College Friends Grow Up

"No one's life turned out exactly as anticipated, not even for the most ardent planner."

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.


In 2018, Deborah Copaken listed "30 simple shared truths" she learned at her 30th Harvard reunion. Among them:

	"No one's life turned out exactly as anticipated, not even for the most ardent planner."
 	"Nearly all the alumni said they were embarrassed by their younger selves, particularly by how judgmental they used to be."
 	"We have all become far more generous with our I love you's. They flew freely at the reunion. We don't ration them out to only our intimates now, it seems; we have expanded our understanding of what love is, making room for long-lost friends."


Spend some time with Copaken's list this weekend. It's a lovely compilation of shared truths about being human, but it's also a reminder of the powerful bonds college-age young adults are capable of forming--and the interesting ways those bonds change over time.

Today's reading list explores college reunions and graduations, and compiles advice for college students on the precipice of post-graduate life.



On Graduation

What I Learned About Life at My 30th College Reunion

By Deborah Copaken

"Every classmate who became a teacher or doctor seemed happy," and 29 other lessons from seeing my Harvard class of 1988 all grown up

Read the article.

Dear Graduates, I Failed and Failed Until Something Worked

By Katie Herzog

Precariousness is a fact of life, especially now. (From 2020)

Read the article.

The Only Career Advice You'll Ever Need

By Arthur C. Brooks

The contentment of being true to yourself comes through doing good work, and doing it with love.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Why do schools read everyone's name at graduation? Members of the audience care about their loved one's brief moment of glory--and no one else's.
 	How college changes the parent-child relationship: The distance can actually strengthen the bond, Alia Wong wrote in 2019.




Other Diversions

	Stop wasting your fridge space.
 	This is going to be a weird summer for movies.
 	Why it's nice to know you




P.S.


Courtesy of Zandra J.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "As my mother and I were at [the] Dairy Queen drive-through in Fort Myers, Florida, this fellow jumped on the hood of our car," Zandra J., 46, in Stillwater, Minnesota, wrote. "He apparently wanted to say, 'Look at me!' Or perhaps 'You're not going anywhere until I get a bite!'"

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
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The Verdict, Trump's Rant, and His Future

Three <em>Atlantic</em> writers weigh in on what comes next.

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.


Donald Trump is a felon. Yesterday, he was convicted on 34 counts in his New York criminal trial; today, he delivered an unrestrained and dangerous series of remarks about the verdict and his political opponents. What's next? I asked three Atlantic writers for their thoughts on Trump's legal and political future.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's smoking gun is a dream that will never die.
 	A radical reform to de-radicalize politics
 	The jury, not the prosecutor, decides who's guilty.




"The Runt of the Litter"

Donald Trump has been convicted on 34 felony counts, a first for an American president. Quinta Jurecic, an Atlantic contributing writer, watched the trial play out in person: "It was striking just how mundane everything seemed, despite Trump's best efforts to make the proceedings into a circus," she told me in an email. "The courtroom was dimly lit, with bad air-conditioning. Trump had to sit there all day without speaking. The New York courthouse might have been grimy and unimpressive, but Trump had no special power there."

This morning, the former president went from silent to irate, going on what my colleague John Hendrickson called a "vocal rampage." Trump called Judge Juan Merchan, who presided over the case, "a devil"; he called Joe Biden "a Manchurian candidate." "His wild, unrestrained remarks today offered a rhetorical hint at the extremism to come in the remaining five months of this year's presidential election," John writes.

Judge Merchan set a sentencing date of July 11, meaning that soon we will know whether the former president will be sent to prison before the election. Meanwhile, Trump's campaign claims that it has raised more than $34 million since the verdict. I asked three of my Atlantic colleagues what they're thinking about in the lead-up to July--and to November.

***

Lora Kelley: What should we watch for as Trump's other legal issues progress--and as his sentencing date approaches?

David A. Graham, staff writer: I'm watching for the Supreme Court's ruling about Trump's immunity from prosecution. That should come in the next month or so, and it will tell us a lot about the future of the federal case in D.C., about Trump's efforts to subvert the 2020 election. That's the one to keep an eye on, especially because it gets to the most serious accusations against Trump. Both the classified-documents case in Florida and the election case in Georgia seem to be stuck in procedural mire for now.

I'm very, very dubious that Trump would serve any time in prison before the election--even if he's sentenced to it, the appeals process will probably help him delay serving it. But I've been wrong about lots of things in this case so far.

***

Lora: As the hush-money case progressed, critics across the political spectrum expressed skepticism that this was the strongest or most serious of the various criminal cases against Trump. Why was this case the first one to make it to a trial?

Quinta Jurecic, contributing writer: Of the four criminal cases against Trump, the Manhattan case was always the runt of the litter. It didn't charge Trump with unlawfully holding on to power after 2020, like the Fulton County, Georgia, prosecution and the federal case in Washington, D.C., and it didn't involve pressing concerns about national security like the prosecution in Florida accusing Trump of hoarding classified documents. It was also a case brought by a district attorney after federal prosecutors in the Southern District of New York declined to bring charges on the same facts--a backstory that seemed designed to make commentators with backgrounds in the federal system sneer. There was a sense that this case just wasn't important.

In the end, though, Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg had the last laugh. The federal cases have both become snarled in delays thanks to the peculiar advantages afforded to a former president: In the January 6 case, the Supreme Court is weighing Trump's claims of presidential immunity, while in Florida, he's benefiting from the dawdling of a judge whom he himself appointed. But Trump had no such edge in New York state court. His efforts to stall the case failed. He's sure to appeal, but victory in the appellate courts is far from certain. And even if he wins the 2024 election, he won't be able to pardon himself on state convictions.

***

Lora: What does the verdict mean for Trump's chances in the general election? What are the biggest unknowns about how voters will respond?

Ronald Brownstein, senior editor: We are very dug in as a country. But I do think that it would be a mistake to assume that this will have no consequence. This conviction raises a threshold question for voters: Are they willing to make a convicted felon the nation's chief law-enforcement officer and commander in chief? I don't think we'll know the answer to that right away. But it's likely that the conviction will increase the number of voters willing to make that calculation. Still, I would be surprised if it moves enough voters into that category to overcome all of Biden's problems in the swing states that will decide the winner. Voters who really dislike the status quo will almost always find ways to rationalize voting for change--no matter how many doubts they have about the source of that change.

This conviction will likely weaken Trump--at least to some extent--but it is unlikely to improve Biden's current situation, where his approval rating has been stuck around a dismal 40 percent and voters consistently say they trust Trump more than Biden to manage the economy. I often say that all of Trump's problems are having the effect of throwing Biden a 17-foot rope; the problem is that Biden is currently standing in a 20-foot hole. With the conviction, the rope Trump is lowering to Biden might be lengthening to 18 or 19 feet.

Related:

	Trump, defeated
 	Trump's post-verdict vocal rampage




Today's News

	President Biden backed Israel's multistage proposal for Hamas, which would start with a six-week cease-fire. He said that Hamas is "no longer capable of carrying out a major terrorist attack on Israel."
 	In a news conference, Trump decried the verdict in his New York criminal trial and said that many immigrants are coming from jails and "insane asylums."
 	Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia, who said last year that he will not run for reelection, announced that he has switched his party affiliation from Democrat to independent.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Judith Jones was a prolific cookbook editor who spurred a revolution in cooking, Gal Beckerman writes.  
 	Atlantic Intelligence: Are the media companies doing business with AI companies trailblazers, sellouts, or something else? Damon Beres covers The Atlantic's recent deal with OpenAI.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Najeebah Al-Ghadban for The Atlantic



The Same Old Sex Talk Isn't Enough

By Stephanie H. Murray

Growing up in a Catholic family, I spent a lot of my teen years being lectured to about the downsides of premarital sex. At their best, these talks, usually delivered in sex-segregated groups, contained a message that, looked at sideways, might have been described as feminist: Dating someone did not entitle them to your body, and a man's libido was never to be favored over your own (spiritual) well-being. At their worst, they were objectifying and cruel; one speaker advised a group of middle-school girls to envision our purity as an apple that we would one day offer our spouse.
 Now I have two daughters of my own. I want to offer them sexual guidance that recognizes the value of caution, but I also want to spare them the sort of shaming my peers and I were subjected to. Yet I'm not confident I know where the line between caution and shame lies.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Boeing can't afford to fail tomorrow.
 	Trump wishes his trial were rigged.
 	The Saudi deal the U.S. actually needs
 	This is going to be a weird summer for movies.
 	Eric shows everything that's wrong with mid TV.




Culture Break


Photo-illustration by Gabriela Pesqueira. Sources: Arthur Morris / Getty; Maximum Film / Alamy.



Watch. The Crow (out now on MGM+) is a 1990s cult classic that will be rebooted in August, Shirley Li writes. Can this story save the comic-book movie?

Read. "The General Intendant's Daughter," a short story by Adam Ehrlich Sachs:

"The girl's expressive gifts surpass those of all the members of his company, even the aging starlet Klamt. That is something the General Intendant of the City Theater can no longer deny."

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-verdict-trumps-rant-and-his-future/678569/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Women Who Caused a Revolution in Cooking

Joan Nathan reflects on Judith Jones and the cookbooks she edited.

by Gal Beckerman


Joan Nathan prepares a spiced challah called "Pain Petri." (Dina Rudick / The Boston Globe / Getty)



This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. 

This week, Lily Meyer offered readers a beautiful ode to Judith Jones, the legendary publishing figure who essentially created the modern cookbook. It's a review of Sara B. Franklin's new biography of Jones, The Editor,  but it's also an explanation of how the writers Jones gathered around her, including, most famously, Julia Child, were at the center of a revolution in cooking. They wrote about the preparation of meals as an act of exploration. As Meyer put it, "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.'"

I've been lucky to know one of Jones's writers: Joan Nathan, the preeminent (though she'd laugh at the fussiness of the word) Jewish cookbook writer in America. Joan is the mother of a close friend, and I've luxuriated at her table many times over the years--the luxury being not just the meal but also the knowledge received, because Joan is a sociologist of Jewish food. No one knows more about, say, shakshuka or chicken soup, or, further afield, Georgian spanakit or Syrian keftes garaz. In the spirit of all of Jones's authors, the culture and history of food is what matters to Joan, equally important as how many tablespoons of salt to add.

Joan herself has just published an excellent memoir, My Life in Recipes, which compiles dishes and stories from her decades of seeking out and elevating the varieties of Jewish food. It seemed like a good moment to speak with her about the books she loves.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	To have or not have children
 	You'll become a fan of these fierce, strange girls.
 	The real "deep state"
 	Go ahead and make fun of your friends.


This interview has been condensed and edited for clarity.

Gal Beckerman: You worked for 25 years with Judith Jones, who edited many of the legendary cookbook writers of the 20th century. Are there any that are particularly beloved by you?

Joan Nathan: So many! As soon as I moved to New York after living in Jerusalem in the early 1970s, I picked up the paperback of Claudia Roden's A Book of Middle Eastern Food--that impressed me more than any other work. Here was someone who actually went to libraries to find the original versions of recipes in order to create her own. After that, I started using my now-stained copies of Julia Child's Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volumes 1 and 2. Throughout my life, I have always checked first with Julia as a gold standard of recipe writing and compared her work with others'. After Julia, it was Madhur Jaffrey's An Invitation to Indian Cooking that taught me how to cook Indian dishes, then Edna Lewis, who won my heart in 1976, and Marcella Hazan, with her Classic Italian Cook Book. In those years, I was glued to every word that Craig Claiborne wrote, so I am sure that it was his recommendations in The New York Times that encouraged me.

Beckerman: Your own memoir beautifully melds stories from your life with recipes, a great hybrid form. Are there other books that do this that you looked to as models?

Nathan: It's funny. I never thought about a model for My Life in Recipes. Lexy Bloom, my editor at Knopf, and I thought of the book as a hybrid, but now that you ask, I used M. F. K. Fisher's work to carry me away to another time and place, as well as Elizabeth David's delicious evocations of the south of France in French Provincial Cooking, transporting the reader with her as she explored new foods and places. For thinking about Jewish food, I especially enjoyed the work of Anzia Yezierska, her Bread Givers and Hungry Hearts, where the author drew me into the immigrant eating experience on the Lower East Side of New York.

Beckerman: Are there any other memoirs, or even novels, you love that do a good job depicting food or cooking?

Nathan: I just finished reading The Rye Bread Marriage, by Michaele Weissman, a food memoir melding the history of rye bread, the complexities of an immigrant marriage, and fabulous food writing. Ruth Reichl's The Paris Novel, into which Ruth wove her experiences visiting the best chefs and recipes in France, happily carried me back to another time and place in my own life. Whenever I read a novel, I look for good descriptions of food, but it is the story that carries me away. More than any other work, Marcel Proust's Remembrance of Things Past, which I just recently reread, is more poetic than anything in describing asparagus and so many foods that we eat. I first read it when I was in college, doing my master's thesis on the image of Esther in the work of Proust.

Beckerman: And finally, do you have an all-time-favorite cookbook (or two or three)--something you've thrust into other people's arms over the years?

Nathan: Besides all of my own, which I must admit I dearly love, a few stand out. Of course, my many copies of editions of The Settlement Cook Book of German Jewish and non-Jewish recipes are important, but a personal favorite is The Community Cook Book, put out by the Woonsocket Hebrew Ladies' Aid and Sisterhood of Congregation B'Nai Israel in Rhode Island, one of the first postwar synagogue cookbooks. During World War II, when the men were away at war, the women tested and retested recipes that include examples of early Eastern European dishes like povidle, plum butter, and cherry pirishkes, recipes that are mostly forgotten from what is now modern Ukraine. And, very occasionally, I will show visitors some of the many handwritten cookbooks handed down to me from my aunts, grandmother, and great-grandmother.




The Woman Who Made America Take Cookbooks Seriously

By Lily Meyer

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Taste of Country Cooking, by Edna Lewis

Lewis's exemplary southern cookbook is interspersed with essays on growing up in a farming community in Virginia; many of the recipes in the book unspool from these memories. Lewis, who worked as a chef in New York City as well as in North and South Carolina, writes with great sensual and emotional detail about growing up close to the land. Of springtime, she writes, "The quiet beauty in rebirth there was so enchanting it caused us to stand still in silence and absorb all we heard and saw. The palest liverwort, the elegant pink lady's-slipper displayed against the velvety green path of moss leading endlessly through the woods." Her book was ahead of its time in so many ways: It is a farm-to-table manifesto, a food memoir published decades before Ruth Reichl popularized the form, and an early, refined version of the cookbook-with-essays we're now seeing from contemporary authors such as Eric Kim and Reem Assil. The recipes--ham biscuits, new cabbage with scallions, potted stuffed squab--are as alluring as the prose.  -- Marian Bull

From our list: Eight cookbooks work reading cover to cover





Out Next Week

? Fire Exit, by Morgan Talty

? The Fall of Roe: The Rise of a New America, by Elizabeth Dias and Lisa Lerer


? The Other Olympians: Fascism, Queerness, and the Making of Modern Sports, by Michael Waters




Your Weekend Read


Warner Bros. Pictures



What's Really Epic About Furiosa

By Shirley Li

Even as a little girl, Furiosa understood the value of staying hidden in the wasteland of postapocalyptic Earth, where resources are scarce, war is everlasting, and strangers are immediately treated as threats. But keeping out of sight is not the easiest task in the Mad Max films. The director George Miller's dystopian setting conceals little; his bleak hellscapes provide the perfect stage for thunderous exhibitionism, the kind that yields characters such as the Doof Warrior, who shreds a flame-throwing electric guitar to lead militias into battle. For most humans in this world, surviving means roaring through life with ruthless ferocity on armor-plated vehicles. The madder you are, the better off you'll be.

Read the full article.
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Dressing for Court

For participants in high-profile cases, the courtroom can serve as a mini stage.

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 courtroom dress code for most witnesses and defendants is modest, quiet attire--clothing that no one will be talking about. But when celebrities and politicians are in the mix, it's not that simple.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: Wrong case, right verdict
 	Harvard's golden silence
 	The maternal-mortality crisis that didn't happen




Dressing the Part

When Stormy Daniels walked into court for her first day of testimony in Donald Trump's hush-money trial, she wore a subdued black jumpsuit. At first glance, the simple outfit was an unremarkable choice. But the garment told a story: As the fashion critic Vanessa Friedman noted in The New York Times, that jumpsuit was the same one Daniels wore for her cameo in a satirical 2021 film about Trump selling his soul to the devil.

For most people, appearing in court involves trying not to make a splash. Conventional wisdom says that those involved in trials, whether as a witness or as a defendant, should stick to a default of "sensible, down-to-earth attire--nothing too flashy, obviously expensive or overly sexy," Richard T. Ford, a law professor at Stanford and the author of Dress Codes: How the Laws of Fashion Made History, told me in an email. Suits, slacks, and blouses are common fare, as are dark colors. But for participants in high-profile cases, the courtroom can serve as a mini stage--a place to express one's identity or values, or to send a winking message. Earlier this week, Ryan Salame, a former top FTX executive who was just sentenced to seven and a half years in prison, reportedly showed up in court wearing (not for the first time) socks emblazoned with the bitcoin logo--a pointed choice for someone heading to prison for crimes related to his work at a now-infamous cryptocurrency exchange.

Clothing can also shape jurors' perceptions of a defendant--a truth that is both well documented and, to some extent, enshrined in the laws of the land. The Supreme Court ruled in 1976 that a defendant cannot be forced to wear prison attire on the stand, because the clothing could lead jurors to presume that the person is guilty. Jurors' biases related to race, class, and gender can play a real role in how they perceive the people on the stand, and defendants may use clothing and accessories to try to cut against those preconceptions. In 2012, The Washington Post reported on an instance of five Black male defendants wearing nonprescription glasses to court--a tactic recommended by some lawyers as part of what one called a "nerd defense." The article mentioned a 2008 study that found that students considered fictitious Black male defendants who wore glasses to be more honest and intelligent than those who didn't; the same did not prove true for white suspects.

Celebrities and politicians--masters of image formation--sometimes use courtroom clothing in more calculated ways, to highlight or paper over elements of their image. "A high-profile trial is a good way to promote a personal brand," Ford told me. Trump, for example, stuck throughout the trial with his usual uniform of a suit and large, usually red tie, continuing to project his businessman image; the outfit also makes him look, as one writer put it, like the human equivalent of an American flag. Other well-known defendants use their days in court to pivot away from signature looks--when on trial for fraud charges, Elizabeth Holmes ditched her trademark black turtlenecks for collared shirts, and Sam Bankman-Fried traded in cargo shirts and shaggy hair for a suit and clean haircut in court last fall.

When it comes to the courtroom wardrobe, the line between making a statement and appearing inauthentic is thin. By going too far in the latter direction, defendants can actually undermine their credibility. In a setting where believability is paramount, a whiff of fakeness is a problem. Still, the courtroom is a site of performance. As Ford explained to me, "A trial attorney is telling a story." Those who appear in court are "characters" in that story, "and the attorney wants those characters to dress the part."

Related:

	What it takes to be a trial lawyer if you're not a man
 	Finding jurors for an unprecedented trial




Today's News

	The Supreme Court unanimously cleared the way for the National Rifle Association to continue to pursue its First Amendment lawsuit against a New York official who encouraged some companies to stop working with the NRA after the 2018 mass shooting in Parkland, Florida.
 	Chief Justice John Roberts declined to meet with Democratic senators about the issue of Supreme Court ethics and the scandal embroiling Justice Samuel Alito.
 	In Hong Kong, 14 prodemocracy activists were convicted and face prison time for national-security charges. They are part of a group of 47 individuals who were charged in 2021 with conspiracy to commit subversion; 31 people pleaded guilty, and two others were acquitted.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: In 1906, just as today, people loved New York less for its beauty than for its vibrant energy, Conor Friedersdorf writes.
 	Work in Progress: Americans are thinking about immigration all wrong, Derek Thompson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Stop Wasting Your Fridge Space

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 ... 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?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A devil's bargain with OpenAI
 	To have or not have children
 	Why it's nice to know you
 	Photos: An island community displaced by climate change




Culture Break


Pierce Derks / IFC / Shudder



Watch. In a Violent Nature (out now in theaters) is a slasher film from the point of view of the silent predator. It might seem like a purely aesthetic exercise, but its experimentation elevates an all-too-familiar genre, David Sims writes.

Listen. The latest episode of Radio Atlantic features an interview with the drag queen Sasha Velour, who won RuPaul's Drag Race and now stars in her own HBO reality show, We're Here.

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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                [image: People walk through a hall of mirrors lit only by many reflected green laser beams.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People view an installation of projections and lights called "Dark Spectrum," located in old tram tunnels, as part of the annual Vivid Sydney festival in Sydney, Australia, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: People wearing 17th-century uniforms and helmets re-create a battle using long pikes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                English Civil War Society reenactors re-create the 17th-century Battle for Wimborne, on May 26, 2024, in Wimborne Minster, England. More than 600 society members took part in the reenactment, which culminated in two large battles between the Royalists and the Parliamentarians.
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                [image: A bird holds a small bundle of pine needles in its beak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A female eastern bluebird holds a clump of sticks and pine needles she is using to pad a nesting box in Freeport, Maine, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A seagull flies near a stream's surface, carrying a small fish in its beak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Seagulls living in the Lake Van Basin feed by hunting migrating pearl mullets in Van, Turkey, on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: A surfer kneels low on her board, riding through the curl of a large crashing wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. surfer Caroline Marks competes during the Shiseido Tahiti pro in Teahupo`o, on the French Polynesian Island of Tahiti, on May 25, 2024. Teahupo`o will host the surfing events of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games.
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                [image: A hockey player holds a trophy at a celebration as beer is splashed over his head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Roman Cervenka of Czechia holds the trophy and has beer thrown on him by his teammates during the IHF Ice Hockey World Championship gold-medal celebrations at Old Town Square in Prague, Czech Republic, on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: A basketball player makes a face while hanging from a basket and kicking both legs up, above two opponents.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Real Madrid's Dzanan Musa reacts after scoring a basket during the EuroLeague Final Four match between Real Madrid and Olympiacos Piraeus at Uber Arena in Berlin, Germany, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of graduating sailors in dress uniforms toss their caps in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Midshipmen toss their caps into the air as they celebrate during the commissioning and graduation ceremony at the U.S. Naval Academy, in Annapolis, Maryland, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of soldiers in dress uniforms stand at attention in very neat rows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Honor-guard members attend a welcome ceremony for Equatorial Guinea President Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasogo at the Great Hall of the People, in Beijing, China, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: An older rock musician plays a guitar onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Angus Young of the band AC/DC performs at RCF Arena in Reggio nell'Emilia, Italy, on May 25, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing full-body protective gear hangs in a basket beneath a crane arm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An ABC (atomic, biological, and chemical) specialist soldier of the Bundeswehr, the German armed forces, hangs from a crane before demonstrating the chemical decontamination of a vehicle while participating in the Quadriga military exercises involving German, French, Dutch, and Lithuanian troops on May 29, 2024, near Pabrade, Lithuania.
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                [image: A soldier wears a backpack with a large device attached, showing two cooling fans and what appear to be six thick antennas.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian serviceman tests a backpack fitted with anti-drone technology during a presentation of radio-electronic warfare and radio-electronic intelligence systems of the Ukrainian company Kvertus, in the Lviv region, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A young person in camouflage uniform carries small American flags while walking through a field of thousands of such flags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eric Teo Lopez of the Fitchburg ROTC program works to replace damaged flags as he stands in a field of some 37,000 American flags as part of a Memorial Day Flag Garden at the Soldiers and Sailors Monument in Boston Common on May 25, 2024. Each flag represents a Massachusetts service member who gave their life defending the country, from the Revolutionary War until today.
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                [image: Central Park filled with sunbathers and picnickers lying on blankets]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People sunbathe in Central Park, in the Manhattan borough of New York City, during Memorial Day weekend on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: A child splashes water on his head, playing in a fountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child cools himself off in front of the Uber Arena in Berlin, Germany, on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a small boat passing by a large iceberg near a rocky shore]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tour boat passes near an iceberg that drifted south on the Labrador Sea from Greenland in Saint Lunaire-Griquet, Newfoundland, Canada, on May 27, 2024.
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                [image: Many spouts of lava erupt along a fissure, creating a sort of wall of lava in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A volcano spews lava in Grindavik, Iceland, on May 29, 2024. A series of earthquakes before the eruption Wednesday triggered the evacuation of the popular Blue Lagoon geothermal spa. The eruption began in the early afternoon north of Grindavik, a coastal town of 3,800 people that was also evacuated.
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                [image: The tall supports and cables of a bridge shine in bright sunlight, backdropped by dark clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Queensferry Crossing road bridge over the Forth Estuary, seen in bright sunlight between thundery downpours, on May 29, 2024, in South Queensferry, Scotland.
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                [image: Two podlike houses, built on floating platforms, sit in a harbor, just offshore.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Sea Pod Eco floating bungalows off Puerto Lindo, Colon province, Panama, on May 25, 2024
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                [image: A buffalo rests, partly submerged in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A buffalo cools off in the Kizilirmak Delta in Samsun, Turkey, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: A heart-shaped lake surrounded by trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a heart-shaped lake in Rodgau, near Frankfurt, Germany, seen on May 24, 2024
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                [image: The wings and body of a cicada, in silhouette]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An adult periodical cicada is silhouetted by a distant building light, shortly after shedding its nymphal skin, on May 18, 2024, in Charleston, Illinois.
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                [image: Two people stand beside a water-filled bomb crater, next to damaged buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On May 26, 2024, Sergii Polituchyi, a Ukrainian publisher and businessman, shows a Reuters journalist one of the craters next to his printing house, left by a recent Russian missile strike, in Kharkiv, Ukraine.
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                [image: Dozens of people sit side by side in chairs set up on a road through the rubble of destroyed buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians eat food prepared by a charity kitchen near houses destroyed in the Israeli military offensive, in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on May 30, 2024.
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                [image: Several crates, suspended beneath pairs of parachutes, drop from the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Humanitarian-aid supplies are air-dropped into the city of Khan Younis, Gaza, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A view of many war-damaged and destroyed buildings in the distance, with a field of sunflowers in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture, taken from Israel's southern border with the Gaza Strip, shows destruction in the Palestinian territory beyond a field of sunflowers, on May 29, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks on an elevated path above lake water, through a forest of evenly spaced trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist visits Luyang Lake Wetland Park in Yangzhou, Jiangsu province, China, on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: Two people kneel to examine part of a very long coil of thick cables.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees inspect submarine cables at Qingdao Hanhe Cable Co. in Qingdao, Shandong province, China, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A person in costume dances in a parade while holding a horned mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman holding a mask dances Diablada during the festival of Senor del Gran Poder ("Lord of the Great Power") parade in La Paz, Bolivia, on May 25, 2024. The parade, which has been held in La Paz since 1930, mixes Catholicism, local traditions, and folklore from the Andean region.
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                [image: A person playfully poses for photographers, resting their chin on a tabletop, appearing to be only a head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Chinese actor Wang Chuanjun plays around for photographers during a photocall for the film "She's Got No Name" at the 77th edition of the Cannes Film Festival in Cannes, France, on May 25, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Christophe Simon / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A boy stands on top of the locomotive of a passenger train, with other riders visible on the train's roof behind him, as the train moves through an area crowded with people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy stands atop a train as it makes its way through the Kamlapur Railway Station, in Dhaka, Bangladesh, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: A horse race in Japan, where the riders are dressed as historical armored warriors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed as armored warriors compete in a horse race during a traditional summer event in the Fukushima Prefecture city of Minamisoma, northeastern Japan, on May 26, 2024.
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                [image: A young person smiles on a spelling-bee stage, surrounded by falling confetti.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Twelve-year-old Bruhat Soma, of Tampa, Florida, reacts after winning the 2024 Scripps National Spelling Bee at the Gaylord National Resort and Convention Center on May 30, 2024, in National Harbor, Maryland. Soma spelled 29 words correctly in a tiebreaker spell-off to win the competition. The competition began with 245 spellers from around the world.
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                [image: An athlete runs through a cascade of confetti and balloons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Laura Phillipp of Germany celebrates winning the women's race at Ironman 70.3 Kraichgau on May 26, 2024, in Kraichgau, Germany.
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                [image: A person poses on a red carpet, the train of their dress flowing behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Leonie Hanne poses on the red carpet during arrivals for the screening of the animated film "La Plus Precieuse des Marchandises" ("The Most Precious of Cargoes") in competition at the 77th Cannes Film Festival, in Cannes, France, on May 24, 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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