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        When Anxiety Is Not a Superpower
        David Sims

        There is no feeling or metaphysical concept that Pixar Animation Studios can't turn into some sort of blob. This was my complaint with the studio's previous effort, 2023's Elemental, which conjured a city populated by talking gobs of fire and water who clumsily embodied broader metaphorical topics. The first Inside Out, released nearly a decade ago, was the peak of Pixar's blob cinema--a children's drama about brightly colored beings representing human emotions such as joy and sadness, warring wit...

      

      
        American Women Are at a Breaking Point
        Elliot Haspel

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Parenting in modern America is a high-wire act. For many parents, the experience is shaped by the dominant expectation of intensive, hands-on involvement; stressful competition for scarce slots in child-care and summer-camp programs; and a seemingly endless parade of breakdowns in areas as varied as infant-formula supply and college financial-aid forms. In the past few years, something of a cottage industry h...

      

      
        Negro-League Players Don't Belong in the MLB Record Books
        Malcolm Ferguson

        On May 29, Josh Gibson became Major League Baseball's all-time leader in career batting average, slugging percentage, and on-base-plus-slugging percentage. He is now also the single-season record holder for each category. What makes the achievement particularly unusual is that Gibson has been dead since 1947. He never played a single out in the major leagues.Gibson's new status is the result of a change that was first announced in 2020, when the MLB decided that the seven main Negro leagues would...

      

      
        An Ode to My Intact Dog
        James Parker

        We couldn't take them from him.No, we couldn't do it. For Sonny the dog, castration was never an option. Nothing ideological about it--I know there are trainers and dog-types who will advocate for an "intact" animal, but this was a purely emotional analysis.Sonny came to us from India, from the streets of Delhi, and the various ruptures and dislocations involved in getting him to our apartment had left him quivering, volatile, tender, spooked, curved in on himself, Ringo Starr-eyed, a little morbi...

      

      
        What Cities Can Teach Us About Life Online
        Kevin Townsend

        Digital life is a social experiment full of contradictions. It can connect people while alienating them; embrace difference while policing change; span huge distances but feel small.Humanity's transition to life online is disorienting, but perhaps not without comparison. According to the researcher danah boyd, people faced similar challenges in the transition to city life, meaning that the history of urbanization can offer lessons for humankind's more recent mass digital migration.And if the rule...

      

      
        The Fundamentalist, the Technocrat, and the Reformist
        Arash Azizi

        The Soviet despot Joseph Stalin once said that it is not the voters who matter most in elections but those who count the votes. When it comes to elections held in the Islamic Republic of Iran, the real power belongs to the small body of clerics and jurists called the Guardian Council, which vets every candidate and decides who gets to run. The council's 12 members are directly or indirectly appointed by Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, an octogenarian who still calls all the most important ...

      

      
        How to Take--And Give--Criticism Well
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.We live in the age of popular criticism. Search a doctor's name on the internet, and you will quickly find patient assessments of their abilities and bedside manner. Before buying an item even as humdrum as paper clips on Amazon, you can find hundreds of reviews, some extensively detailed, others succinctly vitriolic. You can post on social media that a celebrity's haircut is bad, and you stand a...

      

      
        Creators Are Fighting AI Anxiety With an 'LLM-Free' Movement
        Brian Merchant

        As soon as Apple announced its plans to inject generative AI into the iPhone, it was as good as official: The technology is now all but unavoidable. Large language models will soon lurk on most of the world's smartphones, generating images and text in messaging and email apps. AI has already colonized web search, appearing in Google and Bing. OpenAI, the $80 billion start-up that has partnered with Apple and Microsoft, feels ubiquitous; the auto-generated products of its ChatGPTs and DALL-Es are ...

      

      
        Elon Musk's Big Tesla Campaign
        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.Tesla fueled Elon Musk's ascent to astronomical wealth and fame. But now, as he lords over six companies and continues to grow his empire, will Tesla go from crown jewel to just another project?First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	A wild plan to avert catastrophic sea-level rise
	The my...

      

      
        Let's Talk About Trump's Gibberish
        Tom Nichols

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Perhaps the greatest trick Donald Trump ever pulled was convincing millions of people--and the American media--to treat his lapses into fantasies and gibberish as a normal, meaningful form of oratory. But Trump is not a normal person, and his speeches are not normal political events.For too long, Trump has gotten away with pretending that his emotional issues are just part of some offbeat New York charm or an expression of ...

      

      
        Trump Rants About Sharks, and Everyone Just Pretends It's Normal
        Brian Klaas

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Hours before meeting with his probation officer about his recent felony convictions, a leading candidate for U.S. president went on a bizarre rant about sharks.Sharks, Donald Trump claimed, were attacking more frequently than usual (not true) and posed a newfound risk because boats were being required to use batteries (not true), which would cause them to sink because they were too heavy (really, really not true--the world...

      

      
        The Constitutional Case Against Exclusionary Zoning
        Ilya Somin

        America is suffering from a severe housing shortage, and one of the main culprits is exclusionary zoning: regulations that restrict the amount and type of housing that property owners are allowed to construct on their land. Exclusionary zoning slows economic growth, severely limits economic mobility, and imposes burdens that disproportionately fall on racial minorities.No one simple solution to this problem exists. But a crucial tool may lie in the Constitution: the takings clause of the Fifth Am...

      

      
        Eight Books to Read If You're in a Creative Slump
        Chelsea Leu

        Having a creative block is an invisible psychological torment. You sit and stare at a computer screen or a blank page, willing ideas to come into your head. But none appear, or they're all terrible, and eventually you begin to wonder whether you'll ever have an original thought again. The worst part is the horrible feeling of helplessness that comes with a block. The condition is like quicksand: The harder you try to dig your way out of it, the more your own lack of inspiration overwhelms you.The...

      

      
        The Atlantic Festival Returns to The Wharf in D.C., September 19 and 20, and Announces First Headliners
        The Atlantic

        Meet great minds who don't think alike. The Atlantic is releasing tickets and revealing the first slate of conversations that will take place at The Atlantic Festival, its annual live event in Washington, D.C., on the ideas shaping a changing nation. The festival will run Thursday, September 19, and Friday, September 20, and feature dozens of events across four stages at The Wharf. Both days will close with evening entertainment, to be announced along with the festival's full schedule of events.
...

      

      
        The One Constant
        Quinta Jurecic

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.One common thread connects nearly every major scandal involving Donald Trump: his absolute disdain for the democratic process.That is certainly true of his recent conviction in New York on 34 felony counts. The charges themselves focused on fraudulent business records created by the Trump Organization to cover up the paper trail left by hush-money payments made in 2016 to women who'd claimed past relationships with Trump....

      

      
        The Richard Linklater Movie That Serves as a Warning
        Jeremy Gordon

        Jack Black is a funny guy, not only because he says funny things, but also because of how he says them and how he looks while saying them. Black is no king of one-liners or master impersonator or glutton for physical punishment. Instead, his performances in movies such as Nacho Libre, School of Rock, and High Fidelity demonstrate the comfortable charisma of a class clown who survived maturity and grew up to be the life of the party. Picture his wild-eyed expression throwing some mustard onto his ...

      

      
        A Wild Plan to Avert Catastrophic Sea-Level Rise
        Ross Andersen

        The edge of Greenland's ice sheet looked like a big lick of sludgy white frosting spilling over a rise of billion-year-old brown rock. Inside the Twin Otter's cabin, there were five of us: two pilots, a scientist, an engineer, and me. Farther north, we would have needed another seat for a rifle-armed guard. Here, we were told to just look around for polar-bear tracks on our descent. We had taken off from Greenland's west coast and soon passed over the ice sheet's lip. Viewed from directly above, ...

      

      
        Why Some Narratives Are So Easy to Fall For
        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.Who really benefits from remote work? Is it true that politicians have to be anti-immigration to win elections? Each episode of Good on Paper, the new podcast hosted by my colleague Jerusalem Demsas, delves into a misunderstood policy issue that deserves more nuanced analysis. I spoke with Jerusalem abo...

      

      
        The Mystique of Ozempic Is Growing
        Yasmin Tayag

        There's no such thing as a miracle cure for weight loss, but the latest obesity drugs seem to come pretty close. People who take Ozempic or other weekly shots belonging to a class known as GLP-1 agonists, after the gut hormone they mimic, can lose a fifth or more of their body weight in a year. Incessant "food noise" fueling the urge to eat suddenly goes silent.In recent months, the mystique of these drugs has only grown. Both semaglutide (sold under the brand names Ozempic and Wegovy) and tirzep...

      

      
        America, Cricket's Next Frontier
        Joseph O'Neill

        Tomorrow, a cricket match will take place in a pop-up stadium on Long Island with turf flown in from Australia. From the venue's north stand, you can just about discern the tallest skyscrapers and bridges of New York City. At least 30,000 spectators, most of them wearing the light-blue shirt of India, will pack the bleachers. What happens next--a match in the T20 Cricket World Cup between India and the U.S.A.--will be viewed by a huge audience on digital and TV platforms. Games of the 2023 Major Le...

      

      
        Trump Is Not America's Le Pen
        Anne Applebaum

        Updated at 10:55 p.m. ET on January 12, 2024The elections to the European Parliament are, for politics junkies, what the World Cup is for soccer fans. There are 27 countries with 27 different sets of parties--center-right, center-left, far right, far left, liberal, conservative, green--and 27 sets of statistics to peruse. Because these are not national elections, and because they do not usually change governments, voters often treat them experimentally, voting for parties they would not choose to r...

      

      
        The President's Son Is Found Guilty
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The federal case against Hunter Biden was not, ultimately, a particularly complicated one. Prosecutors said that he'd lied about his drug use when filling out a form to buy a gun. The evidence backed up the claim. And a jury took less than a full day to deliberate before returning a verdict of guilty on three felonies.The Hunter Biden case is a personal and family tragedy, but like the recent felony conviction of Donald T...

      

      
        Scenes from China's 2024 Dragon Boat Festival
        Alan Taylor

        In recent days, people in cities and villages across China have been celebrating the Dragon Boat Festival. Locals and tourists gather to watch dragon-boat races, enjoy traditional food, and pray for good luck during this annual summer folk festival. Gathered below are recent images from festivals in Foshan, Nanjing, Fuzhou, Beijing, and more.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        The Next Great American Mega-Genre
        Spencer Kornhaber

        If you ask Americans about their favorite genre of music, the top pick tends to be classic rock. But if you ask them which genre is "most representative of America today," you get basically a split: 36 percent say country, while 37 percent say rap/hip-hop, according to a 2023 poll from the research firm YouGov. (Participants could pick more than one answer from a long menu of genres.) These findings would seem to support various preconceptions about a red/rural America and a blue/urban America, u...

      

      
        Israel's Wartime Government Just Collapsed. Does It Matter?
        Yair Rosenberg

        On Sunday evening, Israel's government was hit with its biggest internal shock since October 7. Benny Gantz, a centrist opposition leader, announced his party's departure from the country's emergency war government. In a prime-time speech to the Israeli public, the former general rapped Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for putting his personal interest ahead of the national interest, saying that "fateful strategic decisions are met with hesitation and procrastination due to political considerati...
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When Anxiety Is Not a Superpower

Pixar's<em> Inside Out 2 </em>has more emotions, and more blobs representing those emotions.

by David Sims




There is no feeling or metaphysical concept that Pixar Animation Studios can't turn into some sort of blob. This was my complaint with the studio's previous effort, 2023's Elemental, which conjured a city populated by talking gobs of fire and water who clumsily embodied broader metaphorical topics. The first Inside Out, released nearly a decade ago, was the peak of Pixar's blob cinema--a children's drama about brightly colored beings representing human emotions such as joy and sadness, warring with one another as a representation of an 11-year-old's evolving inner life. The systematization of something so multifaceted felt a little glib, but Pixar knows how to entertain, and so Inside Out pushed my buttons with practiced ease.

Inside Out 2 is, similarly, quite entertaining. Still, there were more than a few moments when I bristled at Pixar's willingness to boil the headiest emotional concepts into the kind of bland CGI goop one might encounter during an Apple keynote. Joy being a chipper, canary-yellow lady, sure; Anger being a grumpy red stump with flames for hair, fine. But have you ever wondered what someone's "sense of self" might look like? Inside Out 2 has the answer: a bunch of glowing strings tied into a tree-shaped bow. Every time staggeringly vague matters of the mind were reduced to screenwriting MacGuffins, some insidious blob in my own mind--call that emotion "David's nonsense detector"--had me wondering what Jung might make of all this.

What spared me from rejecting Inside Out 2, however, is its appreciably low-stakes narrative. The film checks back in with the original protagonist, Riley, now 13 and navigating friendship drama as well as an upcoming switch to a new school. Set over a long weekend, the plot revolves around Riley seeking to fit in with older kids at hockey camp--like the first Inside Out, there's a lot of hockey action. Given that Riley seems like a levelheaded kid, it's pretty obvious that no major calamity is heading her way. But that's not the vibe in her brain, where a red alarm labeled PUBERTY is flashing, and the broad emotions of the first film are being joined by more complex, often irritating beings.

Joining the original contingent of Joy (voiced by Amy Poehler), Sadness (Phyllis Smith), Anger (Lewis Black), Fear (Tony Hale), and Disgust (Liza Lapira) are Anxiety (Maya Hawke), Envy (Ayo Edebiri), Embarrassment (Paul Walter Hauser), and Ennui (Adele Exarchopoulos)--a swirling quartet of very teenage sentiments that present themselves as part of Riley's growth. Embarrassment mostly lurks silently; Ennui lounges on a couch looking at her phone; the pint-size Envy just ogles everything Riley sees with delight. But Anxiety, an orange sprite who's all eyes, teeth, and baggage (she has a lot of suitcases), quickly starts hogging the console that controls Riley's behavior and makes panicked decisions to avoid every nightmarish future, no matter how preposterous.

Read: How Pixar lost its way

The original Inside Out was about being in touch with your darker emotions; the perpetually sunny Joy had to learn to work with Sadness, realizing that her presence was a necessary part of life. The sequel should feel more complicated; anxiety is a more irrational emotion than the sweeping concept of "sadness," and the notion of a mad actor suddenly governing one's feelings does feel like the perfect analogy for teenhood. The problem is that this is still, at its heart, a movie for children, so a more typical quest-y story structure has to be imposed. After Anxiety evicts the original emotions to the back of Riley's mind, Joy must search for Riley's original, purer sense of self, which is being replaced by a more anxious variant represented by jagged orange lightning bolts.

The video-game logic of all this will always be a little facile. Which emotion controls the console? Which "sense of self" is plugged into it? Whose emotional superpower is mightiest? But the storytellers are at least wise enough to keep the narrative grounded by cutting up the drama of the mind--where most of the movie is set--with ongoing flashes of the real world. Yes, Riley's good-natured sense of self might be lost deep in her mind caves, but on the surface, this means she's being a little too unkind to her friends, a little too competitive on the rink, a little too eager to impress a hard-nosed coach and a cool older player. To her, every social misstep is a nightmare that fuels Anxiety's power; to the viewer, it's clear that this is basically all in her head.

I got enough laughs out of the new emotions--the chirpy Edebiri and the scathingly rude Exarchopoulos are highlights--to essentially enjoy Inside Out 2. But although it's often charming and relatable, it's a letdown when you consider the heights such a project could reach. This is a film set in the mind, and though it's perhaps an unfair yardstick, my thinking immediately went to a movie for slightly older audiences, Hayao Miyazaki's The Boy and the Heron--a work of dream logic and shifting psyches that overloads the audience with all kinds of dreamy, challenging imagery and lets them sift through it. Inside Out 2 is sweet, but all it has is blobs.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/06/inside-out-2-review/678676/?utm_source=feed
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American Women Are at a Breaking Point

In the U.S., government support for families seems transgressive. It shouldn't be.

by Elliot Haspel




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


Parenting in modern America is a high-wire act. For many parents, the experience is shaped by the dominant expectation of intensive, hands-on involvement; stressful competition for scarce slots in child-care and summer-camp programs; and a seemingly endless parade of breakdowns in areas as varied as infant-formula supply and college financial-aid forms. In the past few years, something of a cottage industry has sprung up for books detailing how difficult it is to be a parent, and particularly a mother, in modern America. Titles such as Jessica Grose's Screaming on the Inside: The Unsustainability of American Motherhood and Tim Carney's Family Unfriendly: How Our Culture Made Raising Kids Much Harder Than It Needs to Be come to mind.

In her new book, Holding It Together: How Women Became America's Safety Net, the sociologist Jessica Calarco joins this conversation, and also pulls it in a new direction. She argues that America intentionally dumps onto women the burden of caring for all those who need it, whether children, the elderly, or those with long-term illnesses and disabilities. And she shows why doing so is harmful, not only for women, but for all of society.

Calarco's book doesn't just address parenting. But she sees the expectations placed on mothers as the wellspring from which other caregiving burdens arise. In the U.S., she writes, there's a sense that "if women are the ones we expect to care for the children, then we might as well ask them to take care of the sick and the elderly while they're at it." In November 2020, in the thick of the coronavirus pandemic, Calarco, who is an associate professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told the writer Anne Helen Petersen, "Other countries have social safety nets. The U.S. has women."

Holding It Together begins with a history of how that divergence happened. Starting in the 1930s, in response to New Deal policies positioning the government as a key source of support for struggling families, a nascent ideology called neoliberalism started to gain traction. Spearheaded by academics (Milton Friedman would become one of the world's most famous neoliberal economists in the decades that followed) and backed by powerful business groups, neoliberalism theorized and advocated for a "DIY society": one based on the idea that government action is an obstacle to individual and national prosperity, and individualistic free markets are the solution. As Calarco explains, Friedman and his compatriots argued that the very lack of a safety net would incentivize those facing poverty, unemployment, or other challenges to "make better choices and keep themselves safe."

Today, neoliberal ideas hold sway in many aspects of American policy, leading to what the political scientist Jacob S. Hacker has called the "great risk shift," where financial risk has moved from the government and corporations onto households. For instance, pensions have largely been replaced by volatile personal retirement accounts, and child care has become a market-based system captured, to an increasing degree, by private-equity firms, which now own eight of the 11 largest chains. At the same time, the public safety net that does exist (Calarco describes it as "threadbare") is exceedingly difficult to navigate and places onerous requirements on its beneficiaries. The inadequacy of that safety net is made evident by the data: Primarily because of underfunding, only one in nine federally eligible children younger than 6 benefits from child-care assistance. And millions of children recently lost their Medicaid health coverage mainly as a result of red tape.

Calarco argues that because free-market logic inherently leads to winners and losers, someone must pick up those who inevitably fall. Women, time and again, have been called upon to do that job, providing the "safety net" that her title refers to: They are the ones who take time off work or pick up an extra job to cover child-care needs and costs, or drop everything when a family member gets sick. That women have been cast in this role is both overtaxing them and "leaving our whole society sicker, sadder, and more stressed," Calarco writes. And because women have long been stepping up in the absence of public solutions for child care, health care, elder care, and so on, "it's easy to assume that the free-market proponents were right all along--that we really can get by without a net."

This societal model is buttressed by a series of what Calarco calls "myths," including the beliefs that only women are innately drawn to caregiving roles, and that a mother's effort is the primary determinant of how her children turn out. In an insidious way, these myths also let fathers off the hook. If women are born caregivers and men are not, then men can be praised for minimal contributions at home and might have little motivation to fight for stronger care policies. In a national study Calarco fielded during the second year of the coronavirus pandemic, she found that of the more than 2,000 families she surveyed, "84 percent of moms in mom-dad families said they would be the ones primarily responsible for caring for a child who got sick or had to quarantine." Even when the woman was the primary breadwinner in a couple, this remained the case for 77 percent of mothers.

Read: The devaluation of care work is by design

To illustrate her points, Calarco practically pummels the reader with story after story of the real-life wreckage caused by overloading women with caregiving responsibilities. Sylvia, a young woman she speaks with in rural Indiana, steps up at age 15 to become the primary caregiver for her infant niece and, later, a nephew (her brother, the children's father, was largely absent, and their mother fell into deep postpartum depression and began abusing drugs). Although Sylvia loves the children, taking on this responsibility meant she wasn't able to go to college and had no choice but to work at a poorly paid job with no benefits. Calarco believes that this experience also "likely even pushed her into getting married and having kids of her own at a young age," because her other options had become constrained.

Or take Erin, who moved with her husband back to his small Indiana hometown. When the couple had their first child, they had no viable child-care options. At first, they tried working staggered shifts, but it was too draining, so Erin decided to stay home with her son and then, when he was born three years later, his brother. Although some people enjoy being stay-at-home parents, Erin struggled. She found herself exhausted, isolated, and scrambling to afford necessities: With her first son, she regularly stretched diaper use to the point where he was getting rashes.

Calarco emphasizes that the lack of a robust or well-designed public safety net is a policy choice that affects more than just the women in question. Families regularly come up against the "benefits cliff": If they begin to earn slightly more money, they lose vital assistance with food or child care. The U.S. treats child care, in particular, more as a private service like a gym instead of a vital piece of social infrastructure, leaving costs sky-high, availability low, and quality a toss-up. Many households earn too much to qualify for aid but too little to afford a child-care slot--Calarco calls them the safety net's "missing middle."



There is another, more deep-rooted consequence of expecting women to respond whenever needs arise: It reinforces an atomized society in which the idea of government support seems transgressive. Several women Calarco interviewed were reluctant to use public aid for which they were eligible; as Erin said, "I know it's for people like us, but ... I don't wanna use it, I don't wanna abuse the system or anything." Calarco's work here echoes that of another sociologist, Sandra R. Levitsky, who has written that "the conceptual shift away from thinking about one's situation as an individual problem or as a problem caused by fate or nature, to thinking about it as a social or public problem, is widely understood to be a necessary, if insufficient, condition for political action."

Calarco never argues that government should replace family or neighborhood networks, but rather that strong government policies can distribute the load and enable everyone--both women and men--to care for loved ones without sacrificing so much of their health and well-being. As she asserts, no set of personal choices can reliably inoculate a family against the fact that things in life go awry and someone needs to be there when they do. Instead, Calarco calls for a much stronger net woven together not by weak, bureaucratic aid programs but by universal child care, universal health care, and paid family leave, as well as permanent versions of pandemic-era policies such as an expanded child tax credit and universal free school lunch. To finance these initiatives, she writes, we may have to rely on higher taxes on corporations as well as a wealth tax on ultrarich individuals--a path that American lawmakers have not, so far, had the political will to take.

Read: The problem with 'affordable' child care

Holding It Together leaves an important question lingering: Should care be part of a social safety net (there if you happen to need it), or something that is built into the very bedrock of the nation? A safety net, after all, exists primarily to catch people when they fall. But what if care were instead established as a proactive part of American society, akin to public schools, parks, and libraries? As the journalist Elissa Strauss muses in her new book, When You Care: The Unexpected Magic of Caring for Others, "Care is as fundamental to the good life as justice, but it's rarely presented in fundamental terms." Strauss cites the work of philosophers such as Eva Feder Kittay who have argued that care should be woven into the social contract, embraced as an elemental aspect of the American dream. Although I suspect Calarco would agree with that concept, the framing of care as part of a safety net implies a narrower set of societal obligations.

Calarco's work lays out two paths: Americans can continue to be ruled by a reflexive flinching away when the government seeks to interact with the family, or we can find a renewed approach whereby public policy acts as a fuel toward family self-determination. Congress currently has ongoing legislative efforts regarding the child tax credit, paid family leave, and child-care assistance, which may yet lead to stronger social infrastructure. Holding It Together suggests that robust legislation around these issues also has the potential to forge new levels of social connectivity and flourishing--and not just for parents. The alternative is asking American women to continue walking across a tightrope while juggling.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/06/holding-it-together-jessica-calarco-book-review/678673/?utm_source=feed
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Negro-League Players Don't Belong in the MLB Record Books

<span>And neither do white players from the segregation era.</span>

by Malcolm Ferguson




On May 29, Josh Gibson became Major League Baseball's all-time leader in career batting average, slugging percentage, and on-base-plus-slugging percentage. He is now also the single-season record holder for each category. What makes the achievement particularly unusual is that Gibson has been dead since 1947. He never played a single out in the major leagues.

Gibson's new status is the result of a change that was first announced in 2020, when the MLB decided that the seven main Negro leagues would retroactively be granted "major league" status. This required integrating into the official MLB record database the statistics of more than 3,400 Black players who had been barred from playing in the American League or the National League because of their skin color. The process culminated with the May 29 statistical update. Suddenly, the all-time stat leaderboards are crowded with names unfamiliar to most baseball fans: Oscar Charleston, Turkey Stearnes, Mule Suttles.

The desire to validate the contributions of athletes who were unfairly denied the chance to play in the major leagues is noble. But the change is nevertheless misguided--a way of retroactively integrating Major League Baseball, reducing decades of segregation to a footnote and minimizing the actual discrimination that Black players faced. If the sport really wants to own up to its history, it shouldn't pretend that Major League Baseball has been one big, happy family all along. Instead of absorbing Negro-league statistics and the mythic figures behind them, the MLB shouldn't count any statistics--Negro league or major league--accumulated during the era when Black and white players were prohibited from competing against each other.

The Negro leagues were formed by baseball's hard color line. Black players and teams were rejected by the official amateur baseball network in 1867, and then at the professional level in 1876. In response, Black players formed their own leagues. The heyday of Black baseball under Jim Crow began in 1920, with the founding of the Negro National League. The Negro-league game was fast, flamboyant, and popular, and produced such giants as Satchel Paige, Cool Papa Bell, Buck Leonard, and Gibson. The Negro National League folded in 1948, a year after Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier as the first Black major leaguer. The Negro American League struggled through the '50s, as more Black players joined the MLB, and finally shut down at the end of the decade.

Read: How the Negro leagues shaped modern baseball

In 1969, the five white men who made up pro baseball's Special Baseball Records Committee gathered to assist in the creation of the seminal Baseball Encyclopedia, a compendium of statistics that attempted to cover the full history of major-league baseball. This required deciding which circuits over the sport's near-century of existence were good and competitive enough to be considered "major league," aside from the obvious National League and American League. The group didn't even consider classifying the Negro leagues as "major," but it did grant that legitimacy to six segregated white circuits, some of which were notably worse than the Negro leagues.

That didn't shift until 2020, when the MLB, like much of corporate America, found itself struggling to respond to the racial-justice protest movement sparked by the killing of George Floyd. The league had long justified the omission of Negro-league stats by pointing to the Negro leagues' sporadic scheduling, shorter seasons, erratic playoff formatting, and lack of contemporaneous media coverage. Activists argued that, if the MLB was willing to treat the 60-game, COVID-shortened season as an official one, then Negro-league seasons should count too.

The activists had a point. Excluding the Negro leagues from major-league status on the grounds that their seasons were less organized and less well documented essentially amounted to punishing Black baseball players for the consequences of Jim Crow. But incorporating the Negro leagues into the official history of Major League Baseball is the wrong way to correct that historic injustice.

The Negro leagues and major leagues were quite distinct from each other. Negro-league players slept in segregated hotels and rode in the back of public buses. They faced racist vitriol from hostile crowds and played in ballparks that lacked showers and other standard amenities--or denied them to Black players. The game that developed under these exclusionary conditions looked, sounded, and felt different from the MLB. It was faster and more aggressive, featuring much more fluid baserunning. Spit- and dirt-balls were prevalent. The Negro leagues were the first to introduce night games--the Kansas City Monarchs owner J. L. Wilkinson prioritized getting working-class fans in the stands--as well as shin guards and batting helmets. Thanks to player-friendly salary-negotiation rules, Negro-league stars switched teams much more often.

Most important, the Negro leagues were Black, and the major leagues were white. Until the color line fell, Black players didn't play against the best white competition, and white major leaguers didn't play against the best Black competition. (The color line also kept most Latino ballplayers, who weren't considered white, out of the major leagues; some played in the Negro leagues, others in Latin America.)

"Babe Ruth never hit a home run off a Black pitcher, and Josh Gibson never hit a home run off a white pitcher," Larry Lester, a Negro-league statistician, told The Athletic in May. Lester meant this as a point in favor of the database addition. But the truth of his comment is exactly why Negro-league stats shouldn't be lumped in with MLB stats: None of the leagues, white or Black, were really "major" until they were integrated. Adding Black players to the historical database doesn't change that fact. The MLB shouldn't get to call Josh Gibson its new batting leader, because the MLB made sure that he never had a chance to play in it. But Ty Cobb, who held the all-time hitting crown from his retirement in 1928 until his replacement by Gibson, shouldn't be considered the leader either, because his league was segregated.

If the MLB wants to recognize the impact that segregation had on the game, it should begin counting its official statistics on April 15, 1947, the day Jackie Robinson became a member of the Brooklyn Dodgers. Everything that happened before then still happened, and still mattered: the Negro leagues, Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig. It just doesn't merit the title of Major League Baseball.

A post-integration batting average leaderboard would have Ted Williams, who was white, in the No. 1 spot. Tony Gwynn, who was Black, would be No. 2. Williams is widely considered to be the greatest hitter of all time; Gwynn is not too far behind. Both played against the best competition of their era. It is no insult to the players who came before integration to recognize that.
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An Ode to My Intact Dog

We should have done it, but--we didn't.

by James Parker




We couldn't take them from him.

No, we couldn't do it. For Sonny the dog, castration was never an option. Nothing ideological about it--I know there are trainers and dog-types who will advocate for an "intact" animal, but this was a purely emotional analysis.

Sonny came to us from India, from the streets of Delhi, and the various ruptures and dislocations involved in getting him to our apartment had left him quivering, volatile, tender, spooked, curved in on himself, Ringo Starr-eyed, a little morbid and damp of soul. He arrived in January, in the glassy blue heart of a Massachusetts winter, and every cold-clarified sound on our street--cough/clunk of a car door closing, sharp tingle of keys--made him jump. My wife said that taking him for a walk in those early days was like tripping on LSD. If we removed his balls (we felt), that would be the end of his personality: He'd curl up and blow away like a dead leaf.

Like I said, emotional. Nonrational. We should have done it, but--we didn't. So ...

So he retains his testes. And because of them, he gets a lot of grief in the neighborhood. And I mean a lot. Male dogs, with rare and shining exceptions, are outraged by him. They just cannot believe it, his full-bollocked lifestyle. The effrontery of it. It drives them out of their minds. From behind the windows of houses and apartment buildings, they roar at him, scrabbling at the glass or throwing themselves against it with furry thumps; from porches and balconies, they shriek at him; on the street, they snuffle with fury, they stand on their hind legs and choke on their leashes, desperate to fight. They hate the sight of Sonny. They hate the sight of me, walking Sonny. So wherever we go, in addition to the squawks of the dog-detesting squirrels in their trees, we must suffer the heckling of extremist castrati. Hostile world.

Am I overstating it a bit? Subjectively speaking, not at all. Boston is a port city, with gulls in the air, and sometimes I think even they are against us--those wheeling, vituperating seagulls.

By breed, Sonny is a pariah, or desi, dog, slender, keen, and honey-coloured, about 35 pounds, with a narrow rib cage and flayed, Iggy Pop-like musculature. One of the ur-dogs of the planet, a dingo/jackal/hound, a traveler-in-packs, a sharp-witted middleweight, a superfast runner, beaky, brainy, built for the Great Unraveling, for broken cities and despairing populations. He is Canis canis, God's mongrel and ultimately-boiled-down compound animal: If all the dogs in the world (I like saying this to fellow dog owners) had sex with all the other dogs, you'd end up with a dog like Sonny.

In his person he combines great elegance with something lowdown and trash-inflected and all-surviving. He has a dainty, floaty way of walking, a faunlike delicacy of limb, and an aesthetic approach to taking a shit. He has an affinity for ramps, alleys, doorways, neglected corners, loading bays, back areas: In these non-places, he looks very briefly at home. He is deeply suspicious, wildly alert, and absolutely reverent of reality. People who live on the street tend to greet him with a kind of recognition.

At first he wouldn't even walk with me. On the sidewalk, mid-stride, he'd stop, stiffen his forelegs, dip his head, and glower at me with a combination of sunken defiance and great sadness. The leash did not connect us--no, it divided us cruelly. Once in the early days, I tried to take him to the liquor store (a man and his dog go to buy some whiskey--what could be nicer?) and he balked on the leash after half a block. Dug in, bunched up, wouldn't move. The truculent stare. I cursed. I pulled. I wheedled. Nothing happened. We returned home, alienated (him) and furious (me). "Fuck it!" I said. "I can do without whiskey." "You sure about that?" said my son (13 at the time).

It took a while to build trust. Months passed before Sonny would truly meet my eye. Long months for me: I'd stick my face hotly into his, looking for love. There's a hormone released (or so I'd been reading) by the infatuated, beseeching gaze of one's dog. I had to have it. Was it down there somewhere, deep in the seas of his eyeball, could I find it: Love? Love to twitch the neurochemical trigger and give me the juice? No chance. No love for me, or not yet. Sonny, with an oppressed air, would look steadily away. Neediness offends him.

It was in this era of our relationship that I would often despairingly, and to my wife's mounting annoyance, quote a line from J. R. Ackerley's My Dog Tulip: "Alas for the gulf that separates man and beast!"

Incidentally, if you're picking up a note of strain or excess from my writing about Sonny, that's because I'm having an Oedipal-style struggle with J. R. Ackerley. I confess it and I can't help it. My Dog Tulip, in which Ackerley writes with mid-century mandarin coolness and finesse about dog shit, dog sex, dog blood, dog passion, dogs, really getting down in dogginess--"doggery," he called it--while never losing his beautifully and ironically dissonant fastidious/hilarious highbrow tone, is pretty much the last word in dog writing. In its day it was rather shocking. "Meaningless filth about a dog," pronounced Dame Edith Sitwell shortly after the book's publication in 1956.

Here's Tulip, a high-strung Alsatian, peeing: "In necessity she squats squarely and abruptly, right down on her shins, her hind legs forming a kind of dam against the stream that rushes out behind; her tail curves up like a scimitar; her expression is complacent." Ackerley describes one of Tulip's shits as "a lavish affair," yells "Arseholes!" at a cyclist who is rude to her in the street, and watches fascinated as she goes into heat. "Her urine, in her present condition, appeared to provide her wooers with a most gratifying cordial, for they avidly lapped it up whenever she condescended to void it, which she frequently did. So heady was its effect that their jaws would at once start to drip and chatter together, not merely visibly but audibly."

Ackerley was a London literary man, an editor of the BBC magazine The Listener, with a very active and racy homosexual life ("innumerable soldiers, sailors, waiters and so on" as Peter Parker puts it in his very good biography), and I have to think it was all that speculative prowling and cruising that he did, all that devotion to the feral side of Eros, that made him such a poet of the dog world. My Dog Tulip is a very lightly, you could almost say reluctantly, fictionalized account of his relationship with his real-life dog, Queenie, to whom he would apparently sing, on their walks together, a homemade song:

Piddle piddle seal and sign,
 I'll smell your arse, you smell mine.


Doggy doggerel, ha ha. Anyway ... around the neighborhood we go, me and Sonny and Sonny's balls. And the other dogs seethe and shout, and the squirrel upside down on the tree trunk stares at us in hateful fixity, etc., etc. Is Sonny an angel? By no means. Off the leash he can be a total menace. "Friendly?" asks the owner in the park, as her drugged-with-domesticity dog comes bumbling unsuspiciously toward us. "Uh, well, I never really know," I say. "Which probably means 'No' ..." And then watch in dismay as Sonny launches himself savagely, teeth bared, at the startled animal.

Ball-driven behavior, I suppose. Ball manners. Big dogs, little dogs, up-for-it scrappers and blameless cloudy-eyed seniors, he goes for them all. Or he doesn't. Sometimes he makes a new friend, instantaneously, inexplicably, and they fly in zany euphoric circles. I truly never know.

More than once his balls have nearly gotten him killed. It was the aggression brewing down there, I must assume, that impelled him out of the park, on that narrowly nonfatal spring morning, to confront a dog on the other side of the street. That dog, for its own reasons, was wearing a muzzle--an unbearable provocation, apparently. So across the park went Sonny, clean through the psychic barrier of the little park entrance, and out into the road. I saw him do it, I saw my shouts going unheeded, I saw the car coming, I saw the great golden gears of the universe turning--not exactly in slow motion, but with terrible serenity.

The sound of impact was remarkable: a plasticky, irrevocable, cold-blooded, bad-news crump. And expensive-sounding, like a car hitting another car. "That's it," I thought. But no. Sonny, somehow, was unmaimed, unmarked, unbroken, okay. Mainly he looked embarrassed. Another time, on the same patch of road, he was rear-ended by a police cruiser, thumped in his hindquarters by the enormous bumper of the law--again harmlessly, although the look of weary disgust I got from the flat-nosed young cop at the wheel has stayed with me.

The other major consequence of my dog's ball-havingness is the sniffing. All dogs do a bit of sniffing, of course--Ackerley again: "Dogs read the world through their noses and write their history in urine"--but dogs with balls are over the top.
 
 Sonny sniffs feverishly, indecently, engrossed to a disturbing degree in whatever it is he's smelling: a hydrant, a weed, a shoe, a bag, a patch of earth, some mystic gap of neglect now charged with desire. (Denise Levertov, in her wonderful doggy poem "The Rainwalkers," alludes to "the imploring soul of the trashbasket.") When he's sniffing he looks slightly insane or accelerated; he looks like an addict. Everything noble and contemplative in his nature seems to have been consumed. His head is lowered, moving snakily back and forth across the ground; his upper lip quivers in a wet half sneer; his rib cage chugs; his body is humped and cur-like. He's gone: deaf to my imprecations ("Come on, Sonny! Fuck's sake!"), numb to the tugging leash. Massively irritating, if you're trying to get somewhere.

But then again ... am I going to stand here, all pissed off, swearing at my dog and telling him to hurry up? Or am I going to slow down, breathe, and try to accept this initiation into the sensorium of the dog world?

And am I going to accept myself as a fact in this dog world, no more or less complex than the other facts? Because that's the other aspect of all this, the other dimension: being known by a dog. Known as a thing in time, a thing in the day, a thing that munches vacantly on toast, and brightens when it has an idea, and winds itself up before a phone call, and emits a particular sniffing sound when it rises from a chair with the intention of taking you (the dog) for a walk, and then another sound when it changes its mind and sits back down.

"Dogs are geniuses of pattern recognition," a dog professional told the puppy-socialization class we attended--once--when Sonny was young. Your patterns, my God. The ones you're barely aware of. The secret liturgy of your day. And your volatilities too: the mood swings, shifts in muscular tension. Your dog knows it all. As committed as you might be to the idea of your own fragmentedness, in your dog's loving eye, it all adds up. You are a unified and very predictable being. Maybe. I wrote a poem about it. It's called "The Dog's Epitaph on His Master":

You should have managed your moods, old bastard.
 Your melancholia you should have mastered.
 Sitting there blackly, stuck in a poem--
 If we never go out, how can we
 come home?


So let us extract the lesson. Reality is not static, not fixed, not separate from us, not over there. If you're with a dog, and perhaps especially if your dog has his balls, you see--and are seen--doggily. And dog reality is nodding weeds and bleak ramps and gleaming incisors and shudderingly braking cop cars and you, standing there turning your head this way and that, being experienced on the dog level.

"Attention," writes the philosopher Iain McGilchrist, "is not just another 'function' alongside other cognitive functions. Its ontological status is of something prior to functions and even to things. The kind of attention we bring to bear on the world changes the very nature of the world in which those 'functions' would be carried out, and in which those 'things' would exist. Attention changes what kind of a thing comes into being for us: In that way, it changes the world."

So Sonny's balls have changed the world. Is that it? I think it is. Yes. It is.



This article has been adapted from James Parker's book Get Me Through the Next Five Minutes: Odes to Being Alive.
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What Cities Can Teach Us About Life Online

Learning to live online is a lot like learning to live alongside one another in cities.

by Kevin Townsend




Digital life is a social experiment full of contradictions. It can connect people while alienating them; embrace difference while policing change; span huge distances but feel small.

Humanity's transition to life online is disorienting, but perhaps not without comparison. According to the researcher danah boyd, people faced similar challenges in the transition to city life, meaning that the history of urbanization can offer lessons for humankind's more recent mass digital migration.

And if the rules and ways of cities have become clearer over the years, maybe there's hope that the same can be said for life online.

Boyd's work is the focus of a recent episode of The Atlantic's podcast How to Know What's Real, with co-hosts Megan Garber and Andrea Valdez. This week, Radio Atlantic is showcasing that episode, with an introduction by host Hanna Rosin.

Listen to the episode here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and today we're going to do something special. I'm going to introduce you to our latest season of The Atlantic How To podcast. This season is called How to Know What's Real. And with me today in the studio is one of the hosts of the new season, Atlantic staff writer Megan Garber. Hi, Megan!

Megan Garber: Hi. Glad to be here.

Rosin: So, Megan, I'm going to tell you a story.

Garber: Okay. Oh, yes, please.

Rosin: The other day, I was sitting in a giant, urban food hall, and I was sitting there with my partner. It was like Saturday or Sunday. It was very crowded. And she's telling me an incredibly, like, heated story about somebody who she got into a fight with.

And it's like, she's getting kind of like more and more heated up and it's like: F-bomb! F-bomb! F-bomb! She has a loud voice anyway, and somebody--a total stranger--sits down at the table next to us with her children, who were teenagers, not kids.

Garber: Uh-oh.

Rosin: And she looks over, and she says, "Could you stop cursing?"

Garber: Ooh.

Rosin: Exactly. And I spent a week thinking about this. Like, what are the rules in that situation?

Garber: (Laughs.) Yeah. Ooh.

Rosin: This is a giant, urban environment. Like, you are supposed to come into contact with strangers. The rules of how to behave are totally unclear. My partner can tell whatever story she wants in whatever way she wants.

And, like, here is the mom coming in and making this request. And it was just very complicated, I suddenly realized, to navigate this crashing of strangers into each other.

Garber: Oh, yes. And can I ask: What did you do in that moment? Did you respond to the woman? Did, or did your partner--

Rosin: God, I mean, if you met my partner, you would know the answer to this question. (Laughs.) She was like, Hell no, and you can move over there if you want to, because this is a public-- and I was, like, just hiding under the table.

Garber: (Laughs.) That's right. I'm going to go get some water. Okay. Bye.

Rosin: Exactly. That's how that story ended. Anyway, Megan. The reason I'm telling you this story is because it turns out that navigating cities and all of these complicated dynamics that happen in cities is a lot closer to navigating an online space than a lot of people realize.

Garber: Yes, exactly. And I think that's also in part because, you know, the web is in some ways so new, so unprecedented, right? But in other ways, the challenges it presents--despite all the new technology--are challenges that people have faced before, right? They're sociological challenges, really, in kind of fundamental ways--questions about how people see each other, or fail to see each other, or make space for each other, or can't make space for each other.

And so I love this idea of history as almost giving a little bit of context and perhaps a little bit of hope, too, in terms of how we can navigate these really big, new questions that are, in some ways, very old questions, too.

Rosin: How does this specific episode fit with the wider goal of this season?

Garber: So much of this season really is about making these connections between things that might seem separate at first. So, you know: fantasy and reality, the web and the physical worlds, cities and the web.

My co-host, Andrea Valdez, and I wanted to really put the web, and all the questions it brings up, into a new kind of context and perspective. And spoiler: We are not going to fully answer how to know what's real. But we're hoping that we can help to clarify where the reality is among the things that might not seem fully real.

Rosin: So, listeners, here's Episode 2 of the latest season of How To: "How to Live in a Digital City."

[How to Know What's Real episode audio]


Rosin: So that was Episode 2 of the new season of The Atlantic's How To podcast.

Links to subscribe are in the show notes for this episode, or you can search your podcast app for How to Know What's Real.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend, edited by Claudine Ebeid, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Fundamentalist, the Technocrat, and the Reformist

Khamenei has set the stage for Iran's presidential election.

by Arash Azizi




The Soviet despot Joseph Stalin once said that it is not the voters who matter most in elections but those who count the votes. When it comes to elections held in the Islamic Republic of Iran, the real power belongs to the small body of clerics and jurists called the Guardian Council, which vets every candidate and decides who gets to run. The council's 12 members are directly or indirectly appointed by Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, an octogenarian who still calls all the most important shots.

On Sunday, the council presented the final slate of candidates for the presidential election to be held on June 28, following last month's death in a helicopter accident of Ebrahim Raisi, Iran's hard-line president and Khamenei yes-man. Of the 80 current and former regime officials who registered to run, the council approved only six. The race will now be chiefly among two major conservative candidates and a lone reformist.

You can call them the technocrat, the fundamentalist, and the reformist, respectively: Parliamentary Speaker Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, a former mayor and police chief, who is known for his strongman tendencies and base of support in the powerful militia Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC); Saeed Jalili, a former national-security adviser who is infamous for his Islamist fundamentalism, even by the regime's standards; and Masud Pezeshkian, a member of Parliament, physician, and former health minister under President Mohammad Khatami. Because Pezeshkian was one of the three candidates endorsed by the Iranian Reformist Front, the reformists will now have to walk back their threat to boycott the vote.

Read: Is Iran a country or a cause?

The main surprise on Sunday was the disqualification of Ali Larijani, a centrist conservative who might have offered the regime a chance to tack back to the West-facing policies of the centrist former president Hassan Rouhani. Larijani was barred from running, just as he had been in 2021. According to sources I spoke with, the council's vote on him was far from unanimous. Still, some told me that the anti-American establishment balked at the fact that his daughter holds a faculty position at Emory University in Atlanta.

Much more predictable was the disqualification of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the conservative former president whose populist shenanigans gained him some street cred, but whose anti-clerical leanings have led Khamenei to distrust him as a loose cannon.

Notably, the long list of those disqualified also includes several of the late President Raisi's cabinet ministers. Their exclusion is a slap in the face to the notorious "Circle of M," a shadowy clique of hard-liners close to Raisi's powerful son-in-law Meqdad Nili. In other words, even if hard-liners stay in charge, it'll be a different set of hard-liners.

Why did the Guardian Council, and its ultimate source of authority, Khamenei, set the stage like this?

Khamenei is known to be indecisive, forever hedging his bets and trying to balance the regime's many factions, each of which he owes something to. He is too paranoid to trust any single person or bloc. The final slate likely reflects his best effort to keep popular discontent and elite infighting from becoming unmanageable.

From the perspective of the regime's and Khamenei's interests, both Qalibaf and Jalili have pros and cons. As a loyal disciple of the regime's revolutionary creed, Jalili could offer a safe pair of hands at the helm. But his extremism will further narrow the Islamic Republic's base of support. He is likely to bring about an even harsher subjugation of women and suppression of dissidents as well as a more hostile foreign policy. When he led Iran's nuclear negotiations from 2008 to 2013, Jalili was notorious for lecturing his Western counterparts instead of engaging in actual negotiations about Iran's nuclear program. He once showed up to a meeting with a demand for a change in the structure of the United Nations.

When Jalili previously ran for president, in 2013, even longtime conservatives such as former Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati criticized him for his inflexibility and claimed that he had sabotaged Iran's dealings with the West and helped provoke tighter sanctions. Qassem Soleimani, the chief of IRGC's external operations wing who was killed by a U.S. strike in 2020, once reportedly threatened to quit if Jalili was elected president. Khamenei likely approves of much of Jalili's agenda personally, but he may worry that pushing it through will be too divisive.

Qalibaf is cut from a wholly different cloth. Those who have known him for years attest that he is a power-hungry technocrat with hardly an ideological bone in his body, despite his many protestations to the contrary. Western media outlets have reported on his private expression of admiration for the Israeli military's role in civilian manufacturing. He was mayor of Tehran from 2005 to 2017, a period known for significant municipal corruption, but also for able management that made the city more livable in many ways.

Qalibaf's raw ambition is obvious, in that he has run for president repeatedly, and on wildly different platforms. In 2005, he compared himself to Reza Shah, the autocratic king who founded the Pahlavi dynasty that the 1979 Islamic Revolution overthrew. In 2017, he tried economic populism: He claimed that he represented the "96 percent," and called himself a "neo-conservative," to be distinguished from the hated hard-liners--then later withdrew in favor of the real hard-liner, Raisi.

In recent years, many in the ultraconservative camp have soured on Qalibaf. Some younger hard-liners vociferously attacked him in the parliamentary elections earlier this year, calling him "The Godfather" and taunting him with memes from the film. Qalibaf is a survivor: He took a hit in the polls but was nonetheless able to hang onto his role as speaker of Parliament, notably with support from centrist and reformist MPs. But the suspicion of him from the right may matter more this time around. If he becomes president, he will be in a good position to shape Iran's future after Khamenei's eventual death.

The supreme leader may be disinclined to empower a technocrat with no ideological principles at what could become a transitional moment for the Islamic Republic. Yet Qalibaf looks more and more like Khamenei's best choice. He has significant support within the IRGC and does not provoke the elite resistance that Jalili might. What's more, he very much appears to be the current front-runner. One ominous sign that he is the favored candidate may be the arrest on Sunday of two journalists known for covering his corruption. On Tuesday, in his first televised interview as a candidate, Qalibaf made populist promises--to fight illegal immigration from Afghanistan, for example--but also took pains to assure his conservative base of his devotion to the late President Raisi and his path.

Read: Who would benefit from Ebrahim Raisi's death?

The chance of the presidency going to a reformist for the first time since 2005 seems remote. The council might have approved Pezeshkian in the hope of increasing voter turnout, something the regime is always sensitive about. In 2021, the presidential election promised to be an uncompetitive coronation for Raisi, and a majority of voters stayed home. Khamenei might have cynically calculated that Pezeshkian won't garner enough votes to win but will bring enough people to the ballot boxes to push the turnout above 50 percent. At any rate, Pezeshkian is very much a loyal opposition figure and no real threat to the system. In his first televised interview after being approved, he disappointed even his early supporters by making no concrete promises for change and reiterating that he saw the job of the president as implementing "policies set by the Supreme Leader." One reformist former MP balked at this performance on social media, commenting that Pezeshkian would surely lose if he went on like this. The spokesperson for the Iranian Reformist Front urged him to do a better job of appealing to "the majority critical of the status quo."

Pezeshkian is certainly not in the race to be an also-ran. "We are in it to win," a source close to him told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity because they weren't authorized to talk to the media. In five upcoming televised debates, each of which will last four hours, he will have a chance to do what he failed to do in the initial interviews.

In fact, the current setup of candidates could actually favor Pezeshkian. The hard-line vote will be divided among Qalibaf, Jalili, and two other candidates, unless those two end up resigning in favor of Jalili. The only centrist conservative candidate, Mostafa Pourmohammadi, is a dour cleric, widely hated for his role in the execution of political prisoners in the 1980s.

Pezeshkian is thus likely to be a consensus candidate for reformists and centrists. Rouhani's centrist Moderation and Development Party has already endorsed him, as have several of his cabinet ministers, including former Foreign Minister Javad Zarif. If they are able to energize their base, Pezeshkian might have a real chance of winning, either on June 28 or in the second round, which will be held on July 8 if no candidate gets a majority at first. But that remains a very big if, given the candidate's early performance. Pezeshkian will likely play up his Turkic Azeri background, hoping to win the support of the up to 15 million Iranians who share that heritage. He also speaks Kurdish--the primary language of his Kurdish mother and of the city of Mahabad, where he was born--and so may additionally try to court the Kurdish and Sunni votes. But although such efforts could work in his favor, they could also play against him, as some ultranationalists, among both supporters and opponents of the regime, have already started attacking him as a "pro-ethnic candidate."

All of the candidates, Pezeshkian included, will have a tough time generating electoral enthusiasm. Most Iranians are disillusioned with the official politics of the Islamic Republic and its many factions. They remember the hundreds killed during demonstrations in recent years, including those under the centrist Rouhani. They know that real power doesn't rest with the presidency anyway. Khamenei, the country's autocratic ruler since 1989, has brought Iran to its nadir: economic disaster, political and social repression, international isolation, and the threat of an unwanted war with Israel and the United States. Those who count on Azeris showing up for Pezeshkian would do well to remember that only 28 percent of people in the ethnic Azeri stronghold of Tabriz turned up in the elections earlier this year that brought him to Parliament. Of the 1.9 million Tabrizis eligible to vote, fewer than 96,000 voted for him.

Still, Iranian political behavior is notoriously hard to predict. In the next two weeks, the candidates will wage an intense competition for hearts and minds. Whoever becomes the next president will not only hold the second most important job in the Islamic Republic; he will have a front-row seat to the real power struggle that is sure to arrive when Khamenei finally dies. Only then might we see actual change in the policies that have driven most Iranians to hate the regime.
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How to Take--And Give--Criticism Well

Being able to accept a bad review and use it constructively is not just an essential life skill; it will also make you happier.

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.

We live in the age of popular criticism. Search a doctor's name on the internet, and you will quickly find patient assessments of their abilities and bedside manner. Before buying an item even as humdrum as paper clips on Amazon, you can find hundreds of reviews, some extensively detailed, others succinctly vitriolic. You can post on social media that a celebrity's haircut is bad, and you stand a decent chance that he will actually see your snark.

In my own business, student evaluations are taken with deadly seriousness. As one academic colleague quips, professors today are treated like a Denny's on Yelp. Google yourself and your professional rep, and you may find that opinions are ... mixed.

We all love to criticize. Unfortunately, we also hate being criticized. That leads to a happiness problem in the giant, constant, panoramic review that is the experience of modern life. We post and comment on others with abandon, but feel aggrieved at the way others assess us, both online and in person. The world seems unlikely to change anytime soon. Fortunately, though, each of us can change how we give and take criticism, in ways that will make us less likely to harm others, more immune to taking offense, and better able to benefit from feedback--even when it is negative.

Read: Critics of critics should be criticized

Criticism is defined as judgment of the merits and faults of something or someone in written or spoken form. Technically, this can include compliments, but that isn't what concerns us here. What vexes us is criticism of the negative variety, even when well-intentioned--so-called constructive criticism, which means to provide guidance so we can improve. Worst of all is destructive criticism, which aims to hurt or damage.

Criticism of either type is intrinsically hard to accept because of the way our brains process it. In 2013, a team of neuroscientists writing in the journal PLOS One showed that criticism stimulates the regions of the brain involved in social cognition more than those involved in cognition control itself. In other words, the recipient of criticism might be attempting to understand the beliefs and feelings of the critic rather than assessing the criticism itself. When someone says your work isn't good enough, your natural first thought may be They must not like me, rather than What can I do to improve it?

Some people react more negatively than others to criticism. People most sensitive are those who score low in self-esteem and high in neuroticism, who are fearful of negative evaluation, and who are generally pessimistic. This isn't too surprising, in that those already high in negative emotion will feel worse than average about being confronted with negative feedback. Competitiveness turns out to matter a lot as well: Research from 2012 showed that highly competitive people tend to work harder after receiving destructive feedback, but their performance suffers. One explanation for this may be that competitive people angrily want to prove the critic wrong, as opposed to carefully trying to better themselves.

One interesting finding from the research relates to narcissists, whom psychologists commonly classify as overt or covert. Overt narcissists are loud and aggressive; they demand a lot of feedback--with a strong preference for the positive kind because they like to have their egos stroked, and usually disregard criticism when it is negative. Covert narcissists are just as self-involved, but more insecure; instead of dominating the people around them, they tend to be passive-aggressive and vengeful (and thus quite destructive). And as psychologists discovered in 2008, these covert narcissists are highly sensitive to criticism--more than non-narcissists--which leads them to ruminate more than average and experience more negative emotion. Based on this finding, one way to detect a covert narcissist in the workplace could be by an outsize negative reaction to normal criticism--such as, say, a need to go home for the day after a mixed performance review.

Arthur C. Brooks: You're not perfect

The culture of criticism, abetted by new technology, isn't going away. The only way to flourish in it, and despite it, is to adopt new habits of getting and giving critical feedback. The research offers us several rules for doing just that:

1. It's not personal (even when it's personal).
 When we receive criticism, we make it personal in two ways. First, we may naturally analyze the critic rather than the criticism. Second, we tend to consider the criticism a judgment on our inherent abilities, rather than on our performance. Interestingly, even among young children, research shows that viewing criticism as a judgment on one's abilities can lead to lower self-worth, lower positive mood, and less persistence at tasks. The solution is to set up an internal affirmation such as: "I don't care what this feedback says about the person giving it, and I choose not to see it as a personal attack on me. I will assess it on its face about the matter at hand--nothing more, nothing less." This won't save your feelings entirely, of course, but it is a helpful metacognitive approach--one that moves the focus from emotion to analysis. That enables you to judge the information on its merits (or lack thereof), as you would if it were about someone else.

2. Treat criticism like insider information.
 Once you depersonalize criticism in this way, you can start to see it for what it is: a rare glimpse into what outsiders think about your performance, and thus a potential opportunity to correct course and improve. Studies of student performance have shown that those who learn to use feedback actively tend to get better grades and have better study habits. If this doesn't come easily to you, one way to develop the grit to do so is to ask friends or colleagues whom you like and trust to form a critics' circle, reviewing one another's work and giving honest suggestions. I did this early in my public-speaking career, assembling a trusted "murder board" to give me feedback on speeches. Because I had empowered them to criticize my performance, I found it didn't hurt when they did. I got much better quickly--and lost much of my fear of critics.

3. Make criticism a gift, never a weapon.
 We all have to dispense criticism from time to time. For some--bosses, for example--doing so is part of the job, and failing to deliver criticism appropriately is evidence of malfeasance or incompetence. The key to criticizing to best effect is to remember the gift/weapon rule: If I am criticizing to help, I am doing it right; if I am doing it to harm, I am doing it wrong. To keep critical feedback in the first category, the research tells us that it should have five elements: the care of the recipient in mind; respectful delivery; good intentions; a pathway to improvement; and appropriate targeting of the recipient's needs. This is a lot to hold in your head. One CEO I know tries to remember how best to execute this before a tough employee evaluation by praying for the well-being of the recipient.

4. Praise in public, criticize in private.
 This rule is commonly attributed to the legendary football coach Vince Lombardi, who used it to motivate players. Research suggests that his intuition was correct: Scholars writing in 2014 showed that positive feedback given to students in public was 9 percent more motivating than when given privately, while negative feedback in private was 11 percent more motivating than in public. So what does that mean for your snippy Amazon reviews? Send them to the author directly, if you dare. Or better yet, don't send them at all--unless you truly intend them to be constructive.

Arthur C. Brooks: Listen to your own advice

If taking some of this advice--especially about how to accept criticism better--is particularly hard for you, you are in excellent company. Many of the most successful people in the world were laid low by run-of-the-mill criticism. Consider Isaac Newton. In 1672, at age 29, he published a paper on light and colors of which he was probably quite proud. Most critics received it favorably, save for one: Robert Hooke, a well-regarded scientist and inventor, who wrote a condescending critique of Newton's paper. As legend has it, Newton was so angry at Hooke that he slashed every portrait of Hooke he could find, which is why, per the tale, none exists today.

Most sources believe that the portrait-slashing part of the story is apocryphal. What rings true, however, is that taking criticism badly is more humiliating, ultimately, than the criticism itself. As with the enraged Newton, so it is for all of us: If instead we do the work to learn to accept negative feedback, our well-being will surely improve.
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Creators Are Fighting AI Anxiety With an 'LLM-Free' Movement

<em>Made by a human </em>is the new <em>100% Organic</em>

by Brian Merchant




As soon as Apple announced its plans to inject generative AI into the iPhone, it was as good as official: The technology is now all but unavoidable. Large language models will soon lurk on most of the world's smartphones, generating images and text in messaging and email apps. AI has already colonized web search, appearing in Google and Bing. OpenAI, the $80 billion start-up that has partnered with Apple and Microsoft, feels ubiquitous; the auto-generated products of its ChatGPTs and DALL-Es are everywhere. And for a growing number of consumers, that's a problem.



Rarely has a technology risen--or been forced--into prominence amid such controversy and consumer anxiety. Certainly, some Americans are excited about AI, though a majority said in a recent survey, for instance, that they are concerned AI will increase unemployment; in another, three out of four said they believe it will be abused to interfere with the upcoming presidential election. And many AI products have failed to impress. The launch of Google's "AI Overview" was a disaster; the search giant's new bot cheerfully told users to add glue to pizza and that potentially poisonous mushrooms were safe to eat. Meanwhile, OpenAI has been mired in scandal, incensing former employees with a controversial nondisclosure agreement and allegedly ripping off one of the world's most famous actors for a voice-assistant product. Thus far, much of the resistance to the spread of AI has come from watchdog groups, concerned citizens, and creators worried about their livelihood. Now a consumer backlash to the technology has begun to unfold as well--so much so that a market has sprung up to capitalize on it.



Take an April press release from Dove that proclaims, "One of the biggest threats to the representation of real beauty is Artificial Intelligence." The personal-care company was celebrating the 20th anniversary of its "Campaign for Real Beauty," a marketing effort that has aspired to showcase women from all walks of life, with no digital retouching. Dove marked the occasion by committing to "never use AI to represent real women." (The chief aim of such a statement was, of course, to generate publicity for Dove, and in that, it succeeded--the laudatory headlines came rolling in.) Around the same time, you may have seen a commercial with a clear anti-AI slant from Discover: "You robots are sounding more human every day!" Jennifer Coolidge tells a call-center employee. "At Discover, everyone can talk to a human representative," the worker replies.



Read: This is what it looks like when AI eats the world



These may be a Unilever subsidiary and a major credit-card company, respectively--not, in other words, organizations that we would normally look to for moral clarity--yet their ads are responding to real anxiety. And it's not just corporate ad campaigns: New companies are being built to cater to users disillusioned by generative AI. Cara, a social-media and portfolio app for artists, has explicitly prohibited users from showcasing AI-generated artwork in its terms of use since its launch, in 2023. It has seen an influx of users in recent weeks, after news broke that Meta, which owns Instagram, is automatically ingesting all public posts into its AI training data. The app briefly rose to the fifth spot on the iOS social-network chart, and went from 40,000 users to nearly 1 million in a matter of days.



"I want a platform that opts images out of scraping by default, that won't host AI media until data sets are ethically sourced and laws have passed to protect artists' work," Cara's founder, Jingna Zhang, told me. Users seem to want that too. In a June 2 post on Cara, the artist Karla Ortiz said, "I cant explain how good it feels to be on here and know that what I am seeing here is human made." The post has been liked 10,900 times so far. (Ortiz is a named plaintiff in a recent class-action lawsuit alleging that AI companies infringed on artists' copyrights.)



Perhaps her elation at finding harbor on an AI-battered internet shouldn't be surprising: As AI-generated content has proliferated online, so have concerns about the technology's quality, ethics, and safety. Generative-AI services are still prone to "hallucinate" and deliver false and unreliable information, they can be used to produce scams and misinformation, and they were trained on the work of nonconsenting creatives, the majority of whom have received no compensation. As such, a steady tick of companies, brands, and creative workers have taken to explicitly advertising their products and services as human-made. It's a bit like the organic-food labels that rose to prominence years ago, but for digital labor. Certified 100 percent AI-free.



Writers and media outlets are slapping disclaimers and "No AI" declarations on blogs and websites; an organization called Not by AI offers a downloadable badge that anyone can use (it claims that 264,000 webpages currently do so). A classical radio station in Omaha issued a "No AI" pledge, and the Perth Comic Arts Festival put out a statement banning AI-generated media from its event. Hashtags such as "#noai," "#notai," and "#noaiart" are deployed by users on Instagram--a modern take on the #nofilter trend that suggested that an image was presented without digital enhancements. The tech-journalism outlet 404 Media describes itself as AI free: "Media for humans, by humans." In a digital ecosystem overwhelmingly controlled by monopolistic tech companies such as Google and Meta, each of which is bent on deploying new AI products whether users want them or not, even these small declarations are ways to register a protest, signal discontent, and wave the flag for other AI skeptics to rally around.



Read: The new Luddites aren't backing down



All of that discontent, visible also in the Hollywood writers' strike that took aim at restricting the use of AI, class-action lawsuits such as the one Ortiz is participating in, and increased workplace organizing around AI in the gaming and journalism industries, has highlighted a widespread and earnest desire to keep work in human hands, and for high-quality, human-made art, writing, and services.



Yet it was, of all things, a tech start-up that hosted the first prominent "AI-free" marketing materials I came across, months ago, when I began following this new trend. Its backstory struck me as especially relevant and prescient.



Inqwire's site looks a lot like many of its peers', with a minimalist design and playful branding--in this case, for products such as a smart journal that "helps you identify and explore meaningful topics from your writing." But instead of advertising how it optimizes the latest AI technology, as most tech companies in 2024 are wont to do, it boasts of rejecting it entirely with a module in the middle of the homepage, complete with bolding for emphasis: "100% LLM-Free: Inqwire technology does not use Large Language Models (LLMs) and never presents chatbot or conversational interfaces that act human or imitate human experts."



"I've been heartened to see people saying 'I would pay for a service if it was LLM free," Jill Nephew, a founder of Inqwire, told me. "I definitely would." Nephew says that she was driven to make the LLM-free label for a number of reasons: She doesn't want to promote tools that could take people's jobs, she's not convinced LLMs are reliable as a business solution, and her early days working in a start-up in the first dot-com boom taught her that, ultimately, clients want sensible tools whose output they understand.



Read: I witnessed the future of AI, and it's a broken toy



Nephew told me that right after college, in the '90s, she took a job working on "black-box algorithms" for a company called Red Pepper Software, a hot start-up at the time. (The company was acquired by PeopleSoft, which was then acquired by Oracle.) It sold enterprise software intended to help companies optimize their manufacturing and distribution schedules. Clients often had no idea why the software was producing the results it did--a problem that persists in AI systems today. Nephew spent years helping to iron out the system, learning an important lesson, and one that echoes the problem that today's AI industry is facing: "People are initially wowed by all the promises of a super megabrain, but what they actually value is things that they can explain, defend, and make sense of. If they can't make sense of it, it's a nonstarter."



In other words, Nephew thinks the tech is overhyped and under-functional, that separating her company from the pack before the trend implodes is the smart move. Likewise, AnswerConnect, a Portland, Oregon-based call-center company, also trumpets a "People, Not Bots" tagline. It commissioned a report from the market-research agency OnePoll, which found that 78 percent of respondents "prefer to speak with a real person when they contact a company." If all that is true, then it makes sense to eschew AI in favor of human workers.



Behind all these AI-free labels lurks a question, one that rings out even louder as the limitations of generative AI become painfully clear, as the companies responsible for it become more ethically compromised: What is the AI-generated variety for? People generally prefer humans in customer service over AI and automated systems. AI art is widely maligned online; teens have taken to disparaging it as "Boomer art." AI doesn't offer better products, necessarily: It just offers more, and for less money. Are we willing to trade away humanity for that?



In the 2000s, the organic and GMO-free labels were a reaction to concerns about sustainability, pesticides, and factory farming; organic food labels were supposed to designate quality vis-a-vis the badly made stuff. But there's a lesson here--there is of course a limit to the branding. The organic label is costly to obtain and hard to verify--rendering it meaningless in many cases--and gave rise to enterprises such as Whole Foods that have traded in the branding at little discernible nutritional benefit.



The richest companies on Earth are pushing generative-AI output as cheaper, easier-to-produce alternatives to human art and services--and a few ad campaigns from the Doves and Discovers aren't going to stop them. Put up the badges, ring the AI-free bells, and absolutely build alternative platforms for those seeking refuge from predatorily trained LLMs -- but if we want to preserve a human economy for creative goods and services, we're going to have to fight for it too.
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Elon Musk's Big Tesla Campaign

Does Musk need the company as much as it needs him?

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.


Tesla fueled Elon Musk's ascent to astronomical wealth and fame. But now, as he lords over six companies and continues to grow his empire, will Tesla go from crown jewel to just another project?


First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A wild plan to avert catastrophic sea-level rise
 	The mystique of Ozempic is growing.
 	Tom Nichols: Let's talk about Trump's gibberish.




"An Asset and a Liability"

Elon Musk is rallying his supporters. In recent weeks, Musk has been posting on X pushing investors to vote on a pay package that a judge threw out in January, in part for board members' failures to disclose potential conflicts of interest. He has dangled a Tesla-factory tour in front of those who vote, and declared that those who vote against him are "oathbreakers." In January, he threatened to take his AI talents elsewhere if Tesla doesn't give him what he wants. We will learn tomorrow whether shareholders support his pay package--stock payouts worth an estimated $46 billion.

Back in 2018, when Tesla was just a slice of its current self, its board agreed to give Musk--who does not receive a salary--a major chunk of the company if he hit certain ambitious milestones such as pushing its market capitalization to $650 billion. "Musk met all of those benchmarks and did so early," Christina Sautter, a law professor at Southern Methodist University, wrote in an email. (The company's value has since fallen under that mark.)

At this point, Musk is "both an asset and a liability" to the company that made him a billionaire, Margaret O'Mara, a historian at the University of Washington who studies Silicon Valley, told me. "Tesla is what it is because of Elon and because of his outsized persona," she said. Musk's public image--or "the Elon mystique," as O'Mara called it--was key to cranking up Tesla's stock price (its stocks have tumbled recently, but are still dramatically higher than they were in 2018). His volatile behavior and propensity for posting about controversial issues, often in offensive ways, may alienate customers. Still, O'Mara said, Musk seems to think that Tesla needs him more than he needs Tesla.

That may be true. Musk's attention has lately been divided: He keeps himself busy through a well-documented array of personal, political, parental, and business entanglements. Tesla is now just one of several companies in the "Muskonomy" over which he presides, which includes SpaceX and X, and he has in recent years diverted staff and resources from Tesla to other firms.

Things have been bumpy at Tesla this year--the aging company has seen layoffs, recalls, and dipping sales as competitors start to catch up in the electric-vehicle market it helped create. Its long-anticipated Cybertruck has faced various technical issues, and in April, the company agreed to recall some 4,000 of them. Still, the Tesla board--stocked with Musk allies--supports his pay package, openly attempting to use it to help keep his eye on the ball. "If Tesla is to retain Elon's attention and motivate him to continue to devote his time, energy, ambition and vision to deliver comparable results in the future, we must stand by our deal," the director of the Tesla board wrote in a letter to shareholders. "This is obviously not about the money," she added (a statement that struck me as not so obvious given the amount of money involved). Tesla did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

Musk may not need that money--his shares in Tesla, even if his 2018 pay package is not reinstated, are worth well over $70 billion--but he wants it. Though it's not clear if a show of shareholder support in tomorrow's vote would actually sway the judge to overturn her past ruling, that's what he and his allies are aiming for. Musk is facing pushback: Some financial advisers have counseled their clients to vote no, and the California Public Employees' Retirement System, a massive pension fund, has signaled that it would vote against the compensation. The $1.7 trillion Norwegian sovereign wealth fund, Tesla's eighth-largest shareholder, has also said that it would vote no. Musk, responding to the news on X, deemed that decision "not cool."

But he has the board behind him, and some powerful shareholders too. As one investor in favor of the pay package argued, "Tesla is Elon." What's less clear is whether Elon is Tesla--or if his ambitions have swelled beyond the brand that accelerated his fame.

Related:

	Elon Musk is spiraling. (From 2023)
 	Demon mode activated (From 2023)




Today's News

	The House voted to hold Attorney General Merrick Garland in contempt of Congress for refusing to provide audio recordings from Special Counsel Robert Hur's interview with President Joe Biden.
 	The Southern Baptist Convention, the largest Protestant denomination in the U.S., voted against the use of in vitro fertilization.
 	Oklahoma Supreme Court upheld a lower court's decision to dismiss a lawsuit that called for the last known survivors of the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre to be compensated for damages.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Soon, a million-mile electric vehicle may be a reality--if car companies will let it happen, Matteo Wong writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Timo Lenzen for The Atlantic



The Constitutional Case Against Exclusionary Zoning

By Joshua Braver and Ilya Somin

America is suffering from a severe housing shortage, and one of the main culprits is exclusionary zoning: regulations that restrict the amount and type of housing that property owners are allowed to construct on their land. Exclusionary zoning slows economic growth, severely limits economic mobility, and imposes burdens that disproportionately fall on racial minorities.
 No one simple solution to this problem exists. But a crucial tool may lie in the Constitution.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Brian Klaas: Trump rants about sharks, and everyone just pretends it's normal.
 	Quinta Jurecic: Trump's one constant
 	Can a robot map a planet as well as a human can?
 	Photo: Scenes from China's 2024 Dragon Boat festival




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Read. These eight books dispense practical advice if you're in a creative slump.

Watch. Richard Linklater's 2011 film, Bernie (available to stream on Tubi), understands the dangers of despising people who are not like you.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many of Elon Musk's extracurricular activities are closely tied to his business interests. As The New York Times reported last month, his relationships with right-wing world leaders have helped him reap business advantages in new markets: "No other American megabillionaire businessperson has so publicly fostered ideological relationships with world leaders to advance personal politics and businesses."

-- 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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Let's Talk About Trump's Gibberish

What the former president's shark tirade says about American politics and media

by Tom Nichols




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


Perhaps the greatest trick Donald Trump ever pulled was convincing millions of people--and the American media--to treat his lapses into fantasies and gibberish as a normal, meaningful form of oratory. But Trump is not a normal person, and his speeches are not normal political events.

For too long, Trump has gotten away with pretending that his emotional issues are just part of some offbeat New York charm or an expression of his enthusiasm for public performance. But Trump is obviously unfit--and something is profoundly wrong with a political environment in which he can now say almost anything, no matter how weird, and his comments will get a couple of days of coverage and then a shrug, as if to say: Another day, another Trump rant about sharks.

Wait, what?

Yes, sharks. In Las Vegas on Sunday, Trump went off-script--I have to assume that no competent speechwriter would have drafted this--and riffed on the important question of how to electrocute a shark while one attacks. He had been talking, he claims, to someone about electric boats: "I say, 'What would happen if the boat sank from its weight and you're in the boat, and you have this tremendously powerful battery, and the battery's now underwater, and there's a shark that's approximately 10 yards over there?'"

Read: Trump rants about sharks and everyone just pretends it's normal

As usual, Trump noted how much he impressed his interlocutor with his very smart hypothetical: "And he said, 'Nobody ever asks this question,' and it must be because of MIT, my relationship to MIT. Very smart." (MIT? Trump's uncle taught there and retired over a half century ago, when Trump was in his 20s, and died in 1985. Trump often implies that his uncle passed on MIT's brainpower by genetic osmosis or something.)

This ramble went on for a bit longer, until Trump made it clear that given his choice, he'd rather be zapped instead of eaten: "But you know what I'd do if there was a shark or you get electrocuted? I'll take electrocution every single time. I'm not getting near the shark. So we're going to end that, we're going to end it for boats, we're going to end it for trucks."

Hopefully, this puts to rest any pressing questions among Americans about the presumptive Republican nominee's feelings on electric vehicles and their relationship to at least two gruesome ways to die.

Sure, it seems funny--Haha! Uncle Don is telling that crazy shark story again!--until we remember that this man wants to return to a position where he would hold America's secrets, be responsible for the execution of our laws, and preside as the commander in chief of the most powerful military in the world. A moment that seems like oddball humor should, in fact, terrify any American voter, because this behavior in anyone else would be an instant disqualification for any political office, let alone the presidency. (Actually, a delusional, rambling felon known to have owned weapons would likely fail a security check for even a visit to the Oval Office.)

Nor was the Vegas monologue the first time: Trump for years has fallen off one verbal cliff after another, with barely a ripple in the national consciousness. I am not a psychiatrist, and I am not diagnosing Trump with anything. I am, however, a man who has lived on this Earth for more than 60 years, and I know someone who has serious emotional problems when I see them played out in front of me, over and over. The 45th president is a disturbed person. He cannot be trusted with any position of responsibility--and especially not with a nuclear arsenal of more than 1,500 weapons. One wrong move could lead to global incineration.

Why hasn't there been more sustained and serious attention paid to Trump's emotional state?

First, Trump's target audience is used to him. Watch the silence that descends over the crowds at such moments; when Trump wanders off into the recesses of his own mind, they chit-chat or check their phones or look around, waiting for him to come back and offer them an applause line. For them, it's all just part of the show.

George T. Conway III: Unfit for office

Second, Trump's staff tries to put just enough policy fiber into Trump's nutty verbal souffles that they can always sell a talking point later, as if his off-ramps from reality are merely tiny bumps in otherwise sensible speeches. Trump himself occasionally seems surprised when these policy nuggets pop up in a speech; when reading the teleprompter, he sometimes adds comments such as "so true, so true," perhaps because he's encountering someone else's words for the first time and agreeing with them. Thus, they will later claim that questions about sharks or long-dead uncles are just bad-faith distractions from substance. (These are the same Republicans who claim that every verbal stumble from Joe Biden indicates full-blown dementia.)

Third, and perhaps most concerning in terms of public discussion, many people in the media have fallen under the spell of the Jedi hand-waves from Trump and his people that none of this is as disturbing and weird as it sounds. The refs have been worked: A significant segment of the media--and even the Democratic Party--has bought into a Republican narrative that asking whether Trump is mentally unstable is somehow biased and elitist, the kind of thing that could only occur to Beltway mandarins who don't understand how the candidate talks to normal people.

Such objections are mendacious nonsense and represent a massive double standard. As Eugene Robinson of The Washington Post wrote today: "It is irresponsible to obsess over President Biden's tendency to mangle a couple of words in a speech while Donald Trump is out there sounding detached from reality." Biden's mush-mouthed moments fall well within the range of normal gaffes. Had he or any other American politician said anything even remotely like one of Trump's bizarre digressions, we'd be flooded with front-page stories about it. Pundits would be solemnly calling for a Much Needed National Conversation about the Twenty-Fifth Amendment.

It is long past time for anyone who isn't in the Trump base to admit, and to keep talking about, something that has been obvious for years: Donald Trump is unstable. Some of these problems were evident when he first ran, and we now know from revelations by many of his former staff that his problems processing information and staying tethered to reality are not part of some hammy act.

Worse, the people who once managed Trump's cognitive and emotional issues are gone, never to return. A second Trump White House will be staffed with the bottom of the barrel--the opportunists and hangers-on willing to work for a reprehensible man. His Oval Office will be empty of responsible and experienced public servants if the day comes when someone has to explain to him why war might be about to erupt on the Korean peninsula or why the Russian or Chinese nuclear forces have gone on alert, and he starts talking about frying sharks with boat batteries.

The 45th president is deeply unwell. It is long past time for Americans, including those in public life, to recognize his inability to serve as the 47th.
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Trump Rants About Sharks, and Everyone Just Pretends It's Normal

Par for the course. Trump is Trump. But imagine the response if Joe Biden had said it.

by Brian Klaas




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


Hours before meeting with his probation officer about his recent felony convictions, a leading candidate for U.S. president went on a bizarre rant about sharks.

Sharks, Donald Trump claimed, were attacking more frequently than usual (not true) and posed a newfound risk because boats were being required to use batteries (not true), which would cause them to sink because they were too heavy (really, really not true--the world's heaviest cruise ship, the Icon of the Seas, managed to stay afloat because of the laws of physics despite weighing more than 550 million pounds).

Trump, undeterred by truth or science, invoked his intellectual credentials by mentioning his "relationship to MIT." (Trump's uncle was a professor at the university, pioneering rotational radiation therapy, which seems a somewhat tenuous connection for conferring shark- or battery-related expertise to his nephew.) If Trump had been able to ask his uncle about the risks of being electrocuted by a boat battery because, as Trump put it, "there's a lot of electric current coming through that water," perhaps the professor would have informed him that high-capacity batteries would rapidly discharge in seawater and pose minuscule risk to humans because the water conducts electricity far better than human bodies do.

Sharks appear to have troubled Trump's mind for years. On July 4, 2013, Trump twice tweeted about them, saying, "Sorry folks, I'm just not a fan of sharks--and don't worry, they will be around long after we are gone." Two minutes later, he followed that nugget of wisdom with: "Sharks are last on my list--other than perhaps the losers and haters of the World!"

McKay Coppins: Why attacks on Trump's mental acuity don't land

These deranged rants are tempting to laugh off. They're par for the course. Trump is Trump. But Trump may also soon be the president of the United States. Imagine the response if Joe Biden had made the same rambling remarks, word for word. Consider this excerpt:

"I say, 'What would happen if the boat sank from its weight and you're in the boat and you have this tremendously powerful battery and the battery's underwater, and there's a shark that's approximately 10 yards over there?' By the way, a lot of shark attacks lately. Do you notice that? A lot of shark ... I watched some guys justifying it today: 'Well, they weren't really that angry. They bit off the young lady's leg because of the fact that they were not hungry, but they misunderstood who she was.' These people are crazy."

Coming from Biden, that exact statement might have prompted calls from across the political spectrum for him to drop out of the race. From Trump, it was a blip that barely registered. I've previously called this dynamic "the banality of crazy": Trump's ludicrous statements are ignored precisely because they're so routine--and routine occurrences don't drive the news. They are the proverbial "dog bites man" stories that get ignored by the press. Except that even this truism breaks down when it comes to the asymmetry between coverage of Trump and Biden: Based on Google News tallies, the news story about Biden's dog biting a Secret Service agent spurred far more press coverage than Trump saying that he would order shoplifters to be shot without a trial if he became president.

Brian Klaas: Trump floats the idea of executing Joint Chiefs Chairman Milley

Still, Trump appears to be benefiting from the sheer superfluity of crazy. At rallies, the former president makes stream-of-consciousness statements that would raise questions about the mental acuity of anyone who said them at, say, the tail end of a night at a neighborhood bar, but that somehow don't generate the same level of concern within the press or the Republican Party when Trump says them in front of a cheering crowd. By contrast, when Biden makes a gaffe--mixing up a name or a date rather than, for example, suggesting that boats sink because they're heavy--questions arise about his mental fitness to be president. A president who occasionally misspeaks is far less worrying than one who purveys delusional fantasies and conspiracy theories. Biden may gaffe, but he lives in reality; Trump often doesn't.

Today, a prominent New York Times columnist called on one of the two candidates to drop out. Astonishingly, it wasn't the authoritarian felon who inspired a violent mob to attack the Capitol, tried to overturn a democratic election, has been banned from doing business in New York due to fraud--and yet again showcased his loose grip on reality by ranting about sharks.
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The Constitutional Case Against Exclusionary Zoning

America is suffering from a severe housing shortage. A crucial tool may lie in the Constitution.

by Joshua Braver, Ilya Somin

America is suffering from a severe housing shortage, and one of the main culprits is exclusionary zoning: regulations that restrict the amount and type of housing that property owners are allowed to construct on their land. Exclusionary zoning slows economic growth, severely limits economic mobility, and imposes burdens that disproportionately fall on racial minorities.

No one simple solution to this problem exists. But a crucial tool may lie in the Constitution: the takings clause of the Fifth Amendment. The clause requires that, when the government takes "private property," it must pay "just compensation" (usually the fair market value of the property rights taken). As we argue in a forthcoming Texas Law Review article, because exclusionary zoning severely restricts property owners' right to use their land, we believe that it qualifies as such a taking, and is therefore unconstitutional unless the government pays compensation. Consistent enforcement of this interpretation would severely constrain exclusionary zoning, limiting it to cases where policy makers believe the benefits are worth the costs of paying compensation--and where they have the resources to do so.

Just as there is substantial cross-ideological agreement on the policy aspects of zoning reform, there can be similar broad agreement on the constitutional dimension of this issue. One of us, Ilya Somin, is a libertarian sympathetic to originalism. The other, Joshua Braver, is a progressive living constitutionalist. We differ on many things, but agree here.

The most significant type of exclusionary-zoning restriction is single-family-home zoning, which restricts housing construction in an area to homes that house only one family. Some 70 percent of all land zoned for residential use in the United States is limited to single-family residences only. Other types of exclusionary-zoning restrictions in many areas include minimum lot sizes, parking mandates, height restrictions, and more.

M. Nolan Gray: Cancel zoning

Exclusionary zoning severely reduces the housing supply in many jurisdictions, thereby preventing people from moving to areas where they could find better jobs and educational opportunities. It also increases homelessness by pricing poor residents out of the housing market. Exclusionary zoning causes enormous harm.

In an important recent study, the economists Gilles Duranton and Diego Puga found that abolition of zoning restrictions in seven major urban areas would increase America's GDP by almost 8 percent. That's because zoning blocks many people from moving to areas where they would be more productive. Even many current homeowners in severely restricted areas stand to benefit from zoning reform. They can gain from the resulting growth and innovation, and from lower housing costs for their children, among other things. For these and other reasons, curbing exclusionary zoning unites progressives, such as the members of President Joe Biden's Council of Economic Advisers and the former Obama CEA chair Jason Furman, with libertarian-leaning free marketeers like Edward Glaeser of Harvard and Bryan Caplan of George Mason University.

Exclusionary zoning also has a horrible history of racism and classism. In Buchanan v. Warley (1917), the Supreme Court ruled that explicitly zoning neighborhoods by race was unconstitutional. But as scholars such as Richard Rothstein and Jessica Trounstine have documented, many jurisdictions got around the decision by enacting facially neutral laws that effectively excluded poor minorities by making it impossible for them to afford housing in the area. Many jurisdictions similarly priced out white poor people as well.

In 1926, the Supreme Court upheld such practices in Village of Euclid v. Ambler Realty Company, despite the district court's warning that doing so would empower local governments "to classify the population and segregate them according to their income or situation in life." Judge David C. Westenhaver of the Ohio District Court also presciently warned that the decision would result in racial segregation. Euclid was a terrible mistake, one the Supreme Court should fix.

And it can do so: When the Bill of Rights was enacted, in 1791, the right of private property was generally understood to include a right not just to exclude, but also to determine the use of that property. William Blackstone, the great British jurist whose Commentaries on the Laws of England enormously influenced the founding generation, famously wrote that "the third absolute right, inherent in every Englishman, is that of property: which consists in the free use, enjoyment, and disposal of all his acquisitions" (emphasis added). Use undoubtedly included building a house on one's own property. Blackstone's formulation was echoed by many of the American Founders, including--most notably--James Madison, the principal author of the takings clause. At the time of the founding, like today, housing was one of the most common uses of land.

Some originalists argue that the Bill of Rights, when applied to state and local governments, should be interpreted as understood not in 1791, but in 1868, when the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment extended the limitations of the Bill of Rights to the states. In the 1868 understanding, the takings clause protected the owner's right to use his property at his own discretion even more clearly than in 1791. In his influential 1868 treatise on constitutional law, Michigan Supreme Court Justice Thomas Cooley wrote that "any injury to the property of an individual which deprives the owner of the ordinary use of it is equivalent to a taking, and entitles him to compensation." Prominent federal- and state-court takings decisions around the same time also emphasized the centrality of the right to use, including the Supreme Court's famous 1871 decision in Pumpelly v. Green Bay Company. All significant forms of exclusionary zoning constrain the right to use, and therefore at least presumptively violate the takings clause.

Not every restriction on an owner's right to use qualifies as a taking under the original meaning. Regulations that fit within the so-called police-power exception were not considered takings. Although the police-power exception has never been precisely defined, it generally applies to regulations that protect against significant threats to health and safety, such as fire, flooding, environmental harms, and disease. The exact scope of the police-power exception is a matter of long-standing controversy, but at the very least it permits regulations that protect people against severe dangers, such as public-health sanitation requirements, building-code regulations to prevent the spread of fire, and the disposal of toxic waste and other industrial pollution. Few exclusionary-zoning restrictions fit within any plausible view of the police-power exception. Their main effect is to exclude low-income people, not protect against environmental or health threats.

For those who reject originalist arguments, the main alternative framework of living constitutionalism, championed by many progressives, may be more persuasive. Living constitutionalism is a broad tent of theories about how to interpret the Constitution, which permits change over time. We argue at length elsewhere that multiple versions of the theory support striking down exclusionary zoning. Here we focus on the representation-reinforcement theory.

In Democracy and Distrust, the classic defense of representation-reinforcement theory, John Hart Ely argued that judicial review was not a counterweight to democracy, but rather a crucial facilitator of it. For democracy to prosper, voting rights and freedom of speech must be protected. The problem is that incumbent politicians and their constituents, seeking to maintain their power, would legislate to prevent political competition. Because these threats to democracy are produced by democracy, the solution must lie outside it, namely judicial review.

Exclusionary zoning is a perfect example of Ely's fear of the "ins choking off the channels of political change to ensure that they will stay in and the outs will stay out." In this case, the "ins" are a community's current residents, and the "outs" are potential residents. To protect their home values and other perceived interests, residents vote for politicians who will work to prevent construction that would entice newcomers. The latter have no opportunity to participate in the process. Some evidence suggests that NIMBY ("not in my backyard") resistance to housing construction is caused by ignorance of housing economics, rather than by self-interest. Either way, insiders block outsiders.

The standard solution to a lack of representation is simple: grant representation. But it is neither reasonable nor feasible for outsiders to have representation in a local government where they do not and may never live. The question is how to find another way to provide representation reinforcement for potential residents.

Here, judicial review can give voice to voiceless outsiders by providing them an opportunity to acquire the housing they need to move in, an idea Ely partly anticipated when he endorsed judicial protection for a "right to relocate." The takings clause is the best option for this, given that it is the constitutional provision that protects private property from uncompensated government interference. And it is thus best fitted to the problem of exclusionary zoning, which limits the use of property.

Ely also worried that certain groups, especially racial minorities, were subject to prejudice and hostility by the majority and would systematically be on the losing end of political decisions. The racist and classist history of zoning provides further justification for using judicial review to curb the practice, especially because the disproportionate impact on racial minorities persists to this day.

The Supreme Court has multiple plausible pathways to using the takings clause to restrict exclusionary zoning. Currently, zoning restrictions are analyzed under a nebulous three-factor balancing test first established in the 1978 Penn Central decision, which requires courts to consider the "economic impact of the regulation on the claimant," the "extent to which the regulation has interfered with distinct investment-backed expectations," and the "character of the government action." In practice, this much-criticized test is usually applied in a highly deferential way.

The best and simplest alternative to this framework would be for the Supreme Court to rule that exclusionary zoning is a "per se" (which is to say, automatic) taking, thus removing the need to consider the Penn Central factors. That would restore the original meaning, enforce the requirements of major living-Constitution theories, and minimize uncertainty. Alternatively, the Court could instead apply the Penn Central standards in a less deferential way.

The Court could make exclusionary zoning a per se taking or ratchet up scrutiny under Penn Central without categorically overruling Euclid. For complex historical reasons, Euclid never directly addressed the takings clause. Technically, it upheld exclusionary zoning only against challenges under the due-process clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The Court could simply confine Euclid to due-process clause cases, while making it clear that different standards apply to takings clause challenges.

If all or even a large proportion of exclusionary zoning gets invalidated under the takings clause, the effect could be very great. If courts hold that a regulation is a taking, the government must pay compensation. Local governments could not afford to pay compensation to the many thousands of property owners whose rights are restricted by exclusionary zoning. They would likely be forced to repeal or severely constrain most exclusionary-zoning rules.

Jerusalem Demsas: The only force stronger than polarization? Rising home prices

YIMBY ("yes in my backyard") zoning-reform advocates have won important legislative successes, but those victories are still confined to a minority of jurisdictions. By contrast, a Supreme Court ruling would apply to the entire nation. To be sure, local governments are experts at evading restrictions on their authority. But even somewhat imperfect enforcement of constitutional constraints on exclusionary zoning could have a significant impact by eliminating the most sweeping and effective exclusionary policies, and the most obvious ways to circumvent restrictions. If the judiciary effectively addressed the most blatant forms of exclusionary zoning, advocates could focus on the next frontier of zoning issues.

In addition, stronger judicial enforcement of the takings clause could curb the use of state constitutional protections for local government autonomy to stymie zoning reform. The recent dubious California court decision striking down S.B. 9--a significant law limiting single-family zoning--is a notable example.

Historically, successful constitutional-reform movements have combined legal and political action, and have not relied on one to the exclusion of the other. That was true for the civil-rights movement, the women's-rights movement, advocates of same-sex marriage, gun-rights advocates, and others. The cross-ideological YIMBY movement should do the same.
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Eight Books to Read If You're in a Creative Slump

These books dispense practical advice on managing one's ambitions--or describe the dread of writer's block with precision and humor.

by Chelsea Leu




Having a creative block is an invisible psychological torment. You sit and stare at a computer screen or a blank page, willing ideas to come into your head. But none appear, or they're all terrible, and eventually you begin to wonder whether you'll ever have an original thought again. The worst part is the horrible feeling of helplessness that comes with a block. The condition is like quicksand: The harder you try to dig your way out of it, the more your own lack of inspiration overwhelms you.

The books below depict writers, artists, and other creators struggling with stalled projects, or discuss the mysterious source of ideas, and together they form a clearer picture of the affliction. Blocks tend to crop up when we put undue pressure on ourselves to perform or to attempt lofty tasks. These books dispense practical advice on managing one's ambitions, or describe feeling stuck with such precision and humor that they remind us that we're not alone and the state won't last forever.






The Luminous Novel, by Mario Levrero

"This whole book is the testimony of a monumental failure," the late Uruguayan author Levrero writes in a prefatory section of The Luminous Novel. After being awarded a Guggenheim fellowship in 2000 to complete an unfinished project also referred to throughout as "the luminous novel," Levrero keeps a yearlong diary in which he seemingly does everything except work on the book: He plays endless hands of a digital solitaire game and obsessively writes programs in Visual Basic on his computer, analyzes his dreams, purchases furniture, attempts to set up air-conditioning in his apartment, longs to reignite his sexual relationship with a woman named Chl, and invents a whole family saga out of the comings and goings of the pigeons on his neighbor's roof. Somehow it's riveting, thanks to Levrero's dry humor and honesty. As he tries to wean himself off his various coping mechanisms and write--and doesn't manage to, over and over again--we're reminded that so much of creative work is an attempt to capture something impossible to capture, and that one can find transcendence and meaning even in failure.




Scratched, by Elizabeth Tallent

In the 1980s and early '90s, Tallent was a glittering literary success, having published five books by her late 30s. Then came two decades of silence. This memoir answers the question of what happened by charting a life warped by perfectionism, from Tallent's childhood attempts to draw approval and affection from her aloof parents--particularly a mother who refused to hold her as a newborn--into multiple ill-fated marriages and the raising of a son. The devious agony of perfectionism is that it "can present not as delusion, but as an advantageous form of sanity," Tallent writes, even as it destroys the vital quality that makes a work of art succeed. The prose itself mirrors the compulsion: We're constantly doubling back to untangle the book's dense, breathless, image-rich sentences, so that we viscerally feel the same obsessive repetition Tallent describes. Her progress is slow and halting, but eventually she manages to choose imperfect reality over the unreal beauty of an imagined ideal--because, as she points out, "stories thrive on exactly those risks perfectionism forecloses."

Read: 'I don't believe in writers' block'




Wonder Boys, by Michael Chabon

This romp of a novel captures--for better or worse--the precise feeling of suffocation that comes when you're mired in an intractable project. The 41-year-old writing professor Grady Tripp has been toiling over his "immense careering zeppelin" of a novel manuscript for seven years; it currently spans 2,611 pages with no end in sight. When his editor and best friend, Terry Crabtree, comes to town for a literary festival at Grady's university, things quickly go sideways: One of Grady's students steals a priceless jacket from the husband of Grady's mistress, who's just discovered that she's pregnant with Grady's child, which Grady must tell his estranged third wife about at a Passover seder with her entire family. But even as Grady races from crisis to crisis, he returns incessantly to the knotted problem of his manuscript, a burden just as real as the dead dog, dead boa constrictor, and misplaced tuba that end up in his car's trunk over the course of the weekend. Wonder Boys suggests the lengths we'll go to create our own obstacles, and offers up twisted solace for anyone struggling with creative isolation.




Where Good Ideas Come From, by Steven Johnson

Most books about creativity focus on the individual: Here's how you can awaken your latent artistic or entrepreneurial talent. Where Good Ideas Come From flips that approach on its head. It scrutinizes certain environments--cities, for example, or coral reefs--and distills general principles about what makes these places hotbeds of innovation. Along the way, the book debunks many of our assumptions about how inspiration works--the lone inventor, the sudden flash of insight. Instead, Johnson writes, "most great ideas come into the world half-baked, more hunch than revelation." They develop slowly, erratically, often by bumping into an entirely unrelated idea or cobbling together parts designed for utterly different purposes. The book itself is a delightful intellectual adventure: To illuminate the importance of serendipity, error, and "liquid networks," Johnson draws on examples as wide-ranging as Darwin formulating his theory of natural selection, the rise of double-entry bookkeeping, and the invention of the World Wide Web. Variety and openness are crucial for good ideas to develop, Johnson makes clear, and his book encourages us to cultivate these qualities in our own lives.

Read: The Rick Rubin guide to creativity








So Many Olympic Exertions, by Anelise Chen

Athena is in her eighth year of an American Studies Ph.D. program, struggling to complete her dissertation. After she hears that her ex-boyfriend has died by suicide, just getting through the day becomes an act of endurance. Which is fitting, because Athena's dissertation is about sports, and suddenly she can't stop watching videos of marathon runners crossing finish lines in great agony. Written in propulsive segments that move seamlessly between fiction and nonfiction, the novel reads in part like a fascinating hybrid essay on the psychological impact of competition and the ubiquity of sports metaphors, which Chen points up to illustrate how much the mentality of never quitting, of winning at all costs, has seeped into our society's obsession with achievement. By the end, forcing ourselves to finish things just to finish them becomes absurd--an invitation to reevaluate for those toiling on seemingly endless projects. "If Sisyphus were an athlete, he would have been the best," Chen writes wryly, "the universe's one standout stone-roller."

What It Is, by Lynda Barry

The astonishing What It Is defies categorization: It's part graphic memoir, part meditation on creativity, part self-help "activity book" for artists. Barry, a cartoonist, intersperses scenes from a childhood spent furtively drawing despite her unsupportive mother with full-page collages centered on generative questions--including "WHAT IS THE PAST?" and "WHERE DO CHARACTERS COME FROM?" These are richly adorned with snippets of cursive text, old stamps, and textured drawings of deep-sea creatures, birds, and ghosts. The effect is intentionally childish, faded, and a little creepy, because dredging up images from one's past is an emotional effort central to the book. The core of the arts is play, Barry argues: something children undertake with great seriousness until they learn to be aware of what others think, which can choke off creativity. But the key, when you're blocked, isn't simply to think harder. It's to relinquish control, "to be able to stand not knowing long enough to let something alive take shape," Barry writes. Her exercises at the end of the book strengthen this ability and help readers reclaim the tactile, thought-provoking pleasure of putting marks on a page.

Read: When you need a little nudge to write






Out of Sheer Rage, by Geoff Dyer

Having accumulated a large number of notes in preparation for a "sober, academic study of D.H. Lawrence," Dyer ruefully admits on the very first page of this book that it was all a huge waste of time. What follows is a chatty, fastidious record of Dyer's distractions from his putative goal, as he travels from a Greek island to Rome to Taormina to Oxford to Oaxaca to Taos. But despite all of his very funny grumblings about how miserably he's failing to write his book about Lawrence, we get a strong sense of the writer, whose books, quotes, moods, biographical information, and general worldview saturate Out of Sheer Rage. This freewheeling, sideways solution to the problem is part of the book's brilliance. "Spare me the drudgery of systematic examinations," Dyer writes in one typically opinionated passage, "and give me the lightning flashes of those wild books in which there is no attempt to cover the ground thoroughly or reasonably." It's a useful, liberating reminder that the obligations and expectations imposed on creative work--either by ourselves or others--are never as rigid as they might seem.




The Paris Review Interviews, Vol. 1

The Paris Review has been asking great writers how and why they write since its inception in 1953, and its archive of interviews has become a literary institution in its own right. The famous interviewees in this volume, which collects 16 exemplars of the form, come across as reassuringly human. You'll find Elizabeth Bishop being rueful about how many poems she gives up on, Kurt Vonnegut admitting to feeling miserable after a slew of bad reviews, and Rebecca West reflecting that her books "don't seem to me as good as they might be." Then there are practical little tricks to steal: To avoid being blocked, for instance, Ernest Hemingway would stop writing when he knew what would come next in a work in progress, so he could continue more easily the next day. Reading these authors', editors', and screenwriters' discussions of their work, their wildly different voices all jostling together, somehow frees you up for your own creative endeavors. There are so many ways to produce art, these interviews make clear, that you might as well just be yourself--to simply get down what you think, and hope for the best.
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The Atlantic Festival Returns to The Wharf in D.C., September 19 and 20, and Announces First Headliners

Interviews with Senator John Fetterman, House Democratic Leader Hakeem Jeffries, Anna Deavere Smith, Karl Rove, David Axelrod, and Jemele Hill




Meet great minds who don't think alike. The Atlantic is releasing tickets and revealing the first slate of conversations that will take place at The Atlantic Festival, its annual live event in Washington, D.C., on the ideas shaping a changing nation. The festival will run Thursday, September 19, and Friday, September 20, and feature dozens of events across four stages at The Wharf. Both days will close with evening entertainment, to be announced along with the festival's full schedule of events.
 
 Passes to the festival are on sale today. A select number of events will also be streamed to subscribers and audiences who register for a free virtual ticket.
 
 The Atlantic Festival, now in its 16th year, is the preeminent live exploration of The Atlantic's journalism. Each year, more than 100 speakers take part in events examining the state of politics and democracy; climate and health; race, education, culture, and technology--alongside film premieres, book talks, and live podcast tapings--all moderated by Atlantic journalists.
 
 Being announced today are interviews with Senator John Fetterman; House Democratic Leader Hakeem Jeffries; political strategists Karl Rove and David Axelrod; actress, playwright, professor, and Atlantic contributing writer Anna Deavere Smith; CNN anchor and Chief Washington Correspondent Jake Tapper and C. J. Rice, who was convicted of attempted homicide as a teenager in 2011 and exonerated this year, after Tapper's Atlantic cover story shed light on his case; best-selling author of The Anxious Generation and social psychologist Jonathan Haidt; journalist and founder of birthFUND Elaine Welteroth; award-winning filmmaker and storyteller Noah Hawley; and The Bulwark's Sarah Longwell, Tim Miller, and Bill Kristol; with additional speakers to be announced.
 
 Leading the conversations will be many of The Atlantic's writers and editors, including editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and staff writers and contributors Elaina Plott Calabro, Jemele Hill, Hanna Rosin, and Derek Thompson, with additional names to be announced.
 
 The 2024 Atlantic Festival is underwritten by Eli Lilly and Company, Microsoft, Southern Company, and W.K. Kellogg Foundation as Presenting Level Underwriters; Allstate and Evernorth Health Services as Supporting Level Underwriters; and Arnold Ventures, Calm, Genentech, Goldman Sachs, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, and Visit Seattle as Contributing Level Underwriters.
 
 Press should request a credential by emailing press@theatlantic.com; in-person seating will be limited and will need to be reserved in advance.
 
 The Atlantic Festival
 September 19-20, 2024
 The Wharf, D.C., and Virtually
 For Passes: https://theatlanticfestival.com 
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The One Constant

Throughout so many Trump scandals, one thing remains the same: He has no respect for the basic mechanisms of democracy.

by Quinta Jurecic




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


One common thread connects nearly every major scandal involving Donald Trump: his absolute disdain for the democratic process.

That is certainly true of his recent conviction in New York on 34 felony counts. The charges themselves focused on fraudulent business records created by the Trump Organization to cover up the paper trail left by hush-money payments made in 2016 to women who'd claimed past relationships with Trump. But as the Manhattan District Attorney's Office made clear to the jury, the motivation behind the payments had everything to do with preventing voters from being truthfully informed about the candidate before they went to the polls.

That instance is no outlier. Trump has shown no respect for elections as a mechanism for governing society since the beginning of his political rise. In the final stretch of the 2016 campaign, he promised that he would accept the results of the election "if I win." When it came time for his reelection campaign in 2020, he wasted no time in casting doubt on the integrity of the vote--beginning that spring with attacks on the reliability of mail-in balloting and escalating after Election Day to lawsuits, fraudulent electoral certificates, and eventually encouragement of a violent insurrection at the Capitol.

In the runup to this year's elections, Trump's efforts to undermine public faith in the process began even earlier. As the indictments against him started to roll in over the spring and summer of 2023, Trump claimed that the four criminal cases constituted "election interference" by Democrats out to damage his chances. "They rigged the presidential election of 2020," he declares in many iterations of his stump speech, "and we're not going to allow them to rig the presidential election of 2024." He kept up these complaints over the course of the hush-money trial in New York: "This is a Biden witch hunt to keep me off the campaign trail," he insisted to the press one day from a dim courtroom hallway. "ELECTION INTERFERENCE!!!" he posted as the jurors deliberated.

Trump is, as ever, a master of projection. The matter of underhanded meddling in elections did indeed take center stage during his New York trial--but the person orchestrating this meddling was Trump himself.

David Frum: Wrong case, right verdict

"This was a planned, coordinated, long-running conspiracy to influence the 2016 election," declared prosecutor Matthew Colangelo during opening statements at the New York trial. His comment wasn't just rhetorical. The text of the indictment against Trump identified 34 counts of falsifying business records, but underlying those charges was a separate crime, a New York statute barring conspiracies to engineer a candidate's election by "unlawful means." The district attorney's office had elevated the business-records charge from a misdemeanor to a felony by linking it to Trump's alleged intent to commit or conceal that election conspiracy. In convicting Trump, the jury found not only that he had created false records, but that he had done so with intent to meddle improperly in an election.

Referring to the hush-money case as a prosecution about election interference feels a bit off when Trump has also been indicted for his role in January 6--like using the term injury to refer to both a paper cut and a stabbing. Describing the New York indictment as such "actually cheapens the term and undermines the deadly serious charges in the real election interference cases," argued the election-law expert Richard Hasen shortly before the trial began. Scheming to obscure relevant information from voters in advance of an election is, inarguably, not as bad as scheming to overturn an election and then encouraging a violent riot to terrify Congress into submission.

But the conduct described in the January 6 indictment is what the conduct laid out by New York prosecutors would metastasize into. Contained within the New York trial were glimpses of other Trump scandals--such as when the prosecutors introduced evidence that appeared previously in Special Counsel Robert Mueller's report on Russian election interference. According to the district attorney's office, Trump's campaign hurried to squash negative stories in October 2016 because of panic over potentially losing female voters following release of the Access Hollywood tape. In the end, of course, the tape didn't prevent Trump from winning the election. And though New York prosecutors didn't mention this part of the story, the Mueller report suggests one possible reason: Public attention lurched toward another scandal once WikiLeaks began releasing hacked emails, provided by Russian intelligence, from the Clinton campaign in the hours after the tape dropped.

The Trump campaign's blase willingness to accept Russian help--"Russia, if you're listening, I hope you're able to find the 30,000 emails that are missing" from Hillary Clinton's server, Trump famously proclaimed at a rally--speaks to the same willingness to engage in dirty tricks as did the hush-money episode. There's no sense of the more profound values that fair elections rest on, as a process designed, however imperfectly, to allow voters to choose between opposing visions of the presidency. The goal in Trump's mind is not to let the people decide but to win by any means possible, and if someone offers outside help--or if you have the chance to prevent voters from learning information that might sway them away from you--well, why wouldn't you take it?

Trump has never budged from this approach, however many times it leads him into scandal. Asked just months after the release of the Mueller report whether he'd accept damaging material about another presidential candidate from a foreign power, he told George Stephanopulos, "I think I'd take it." Later that summer, it would turn out that Trump and his allies had already been at work trying to reproduce their Russian assistance from 2016--this time, by bullying the Ukrainian government into providing bogus information about supposed corruption by Joe Biden, with the aim of damaging Biden's 2020 campaign.

That scheme became the subject of Trump's first impeachment. "What are the odds, if left in office, that he will continue trying to cheat?" asked Representative Adam Schiff, one of the House impeachment managers, in his closing argument. Almost exactly a year later, Trump would be impeached again, this time for engineering the attempted insurrection on January 6, 2021.

Each time, Trump pushed further and further in his desire to hold on to power.  He can't stand to be at the mercy of others' judgment, because that means that somebody else is in control. In a candidate for elected office, this isn't just a personality flaw. It's foundational opposition to democracy itself.

Ronald Brownstein: What Trump's total GOP control means next

For this same reason, Trump's fury over the New York verdict seems in part to be fury at the idea that 12 jurors could have so much control over his fate. The jury system is far from perfect, but the practice of deliberation among jurors--equal citizens, weighing arguments and considering evidence to come to a conclusion--is in some ways a mirror of the democratic process itself. It's no surprise, then, that Trump and his allies moved swiftly after the conviction to attacking the jurors or erasing the role of the jury altogether, accusing the whole process of somehow being orchestrated by President Biden.

There's no basis for this accusation, of course. But it's a vision of the world that Trump seems to be more comfortable with, even in defeat: the single, untouchable strongman, orchestrating events according to his will alone.
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The Richard Linklater Movie That Serves as a Warning

His 2011 film, <em>Bernie</em>,<em> </em>understands the dangers of despising people who are not like you.

by Jeremy Gordon




Jack Black is a funny guy, not only because he says funny things, but also because of how he says them and how he looks while saying them. Black is no king of one-liners or master impersonator or glutton for physical punishment. Instead, his performances in movies such as Nacho Libre, School of Rock, and High Fidelity demonstrate the comfortable charisma of a class clown who survived maturity and grew up to be the life of the party. Picture his wild-eyed expression throwing some mustard onto his already flavorful line deliveries, the ease with which he jerks around his body to elicit a dumb laugh. Even in more consciously adult comedies such as The Holiday, where he dials it back a notch or six, Black is still a natural entertainer. Another way of thinking about this is that although Black is known for his comedies, he's not exactly a comedian--he's an actor who innately understands how to earn a laugh.

Yet the movie of his that's stuck with me the most is one where he's not funny at all. And Richard Linklater's Bernie, which came out in 2011, is definitely a funny movie. The story of a mortician named Bernie Tiede (played by Black) in small-town Texas who's accused of killing an elderly widow named Marjorie Nugent, Bernie draws on plenty of humor through its well-observed ensemble of local citizens, who offer warm, plainspoken commentary about the title character and his ordeals. It's also anchored by a wonderful comedic performance from Shirley MacLaine, who plays Marjorie--a mean woman whose hatred of the common man is so pronounced that you can only smile. Within this folksy milieu, Black plays it totally straight, never indulging in a wry crack or an exaggerated eye roll. Bernie is nice. He's humble. He seemingly lives to serve, not to justify his own ego. His gentle, trusting disposition allows Linklater to deliver potent commentary about the power of community--and with it, a cautionary tale about the dangers of grievance-driven paranoia, and of despising people who are not like you.

Even within Linklater's oeuvre of odd little films about weird American lives, Bernie is an especially odd little film. Many of the director's best-known works are fictional. But like his latest movie, Hit Man, it's based on a true story--and Linklater's screenplay is structured more like a documentary than a work of fiction, with the residents of Carthage, Texas, narrating the movie's plot after all of the action has taken place. The toggling timelines, as we flash back to how Bernie became entangled with Marjorie, create a noticeable lack of suspense. Bernie was "a loving person," the first talking head notes within the movie's first minutes; Marjorie was "just a mean old hateful bitch," notes another. The use of the past tense immediately signals that something has already happened to both characters, but watching with this in mind isn't boring or anticlimactic. More important than what happened is how it was interpreted, and processed, by the people around Bernie and Marjorie.

Bernie is the proverbial stranger who comes to town and instantly shakes up the locals with his behavior. But unlike the sheriff or outlaw, his weapon of choice is kindness, which he deploys in his profession as a mortician. Bernie is so attentive to the deceased--the movie begins with him meticulously explaining how to prepare a dead body for a funeral--and so dedicated to the still-living that everyone in town is taken by his presence. For the locals, Linklater casts an array of professional and nonprofessional actors whose regional accents and colloquial aphorisms ring with authenticity. Their positive appraisals of Bernie are justified by Black's delicate performance. He never raises his voice or shakes his body or widens his eyes in dramatic exaggeration. Bernie exudes calm and decency, and he is swiftly integrated into the community, which constantly seeks his attention. Several of the locals even suspect that Bernie is a closeted gay man--and they accept him anyway, no tiny gesture in small-town Texas.

Linklater was born in Houston, and his loosey-goosey, countercultural vibe of his filmography stands in marked contrast to the ultraconservatism typically associated with his state. Many of his movies, such as Slacker, Dazed and Confused, and Boyhood, show the free-spirited side of Texan youth culture--the artists, potheads, hippies, and all-around freaks who manage to stake out a hearty living even when surrounded by repressive attitudes. By contrast, the interviewed citizens of Carthage are all white, older, and deeply religious; it's not a stretch to say they're more traditional than Linklater's usual Texan subjects. (Although the county that Carthage is part of went for Bill Clinton in 1996, when the movie begins, it flipped to George W. Bush in the 2000 election--and has remained red ever since.) Yet Linklater's point isn't anything as banal as Hey, older, white Texans can be inclusive, too. The Carthage residents' acceptance of Bernie is what makes for an ingenious twist when, after he shoots Marjorie in a moment of passion, they argue that he should be let off the hook.

Marjorie is gunned down intentionally; there's no doubt about that. Following an initial friendship, after which Bernie is hired as her assistant, she grows angry and resentful of his company--a change that MacLaine subtly portrays as a sign of dementia. Black plays Bernie as way too servile to ever push back; he only gives, and Marjorie only takes. When he kills her, he puts her body in a freezer for several months to cover up her death--and, in that time, spends some of her wealth on purchases for the community. Is decent, sweet Bernie putting this money to good use, given that Marjorie kept it all for herself? Or is he trying to pay for the goodwill of his potential jurors? Linklater's take is never transparent--but it's clear that because Bernie is beloved by his neighbors, and Marjorie was despised, they're willing to excuse his awful crime. The eagerness to see Bernie go free is played for laughs, but the implications are a bit chilling. Should something as allegedly nonpartisan as the law--and a crime as serious as murder--be overlooked depending on what in-group the accused belongs to?

The local district attorney, Danny Buck Davidson (Matthew McConaughey), can't quite believe that nobody seems to blame Bernie for Marjorie's death. In a clever scheme, he's able to move the trial to San Augustine, a town 50 miles away from Carthage, in order to draw from an unbiased jury pool. That small distance makes all the difference: Davidson is able to portray Bernie as a preening urbanite--a man of expensive and refined cultural tastes who deserves jail not because he killed Marjorie but because he's them, not us. In contrast to the smiling, inviting faces of Carthage that have dotted the film so far, the San Augustine jury is dour and suspicious. They do not care about Bernie's interpersonal ties, or what may be his core goodness; what could that possibly matter, given that they haven't experienced it themselves? "Bernie wasn't of their world," a Carthage resident notes, after mocking the San Augustine jurors for being "rednecks." When Bernie is found guilty and sentenced to life in prison, it feels not as though justice has been served, but as though fault lines have been exploited.

It doesn't matter that, like some members of the jury, Bernie is a white man, or that he's also from Texas; 50 miles is all it takes for the familiar to become feared. And as the temperature of our national political rhetoric has been cranked up since 2011, with violence and vitriol demonstrated by elected and electorate alike, I sense something like a warning in Bernie about how little it takes for principles to be abandoned--for scapegoats to be sacrificed, and for stern punishment to be handed out by the side all too happy to flex its power. The movie doesn't work with anyone but Black in the title role, I think. He's playing against type, but there's a shallow crossing between "life of the party" and "pillar of the community." To see someone so congenial and supportive cast aside feels wrong, yet there's still that shard of doubt about Bernie's true motivations. Maybe he wasn't just an upstanding citizen pushed to the edge; maybe he schemed after Marjorie's money all along.

Partly because of the renewed interest generated from this movie, the real-life Bernie was temporarily released on bail in 2014, but resentenced to 99 years to life in 2016. The actual citizens of Carthage, as well as Marjorie's relatives, remain split on his motivations, the righteousness of his sentencing, and the realism of Linklater's movie. There is a fundamental unknowability to some of this--and a leap of faith that viewers must take when deciding for themselves.

But two consistent qualities of Linklater's filmmaking are his lack of judgment about other perspectives and his openness to the nuances of individual people. There's a scene in his wonderful 2016 comedy, Everybody Wants Some!!, where, in contrast to stereotypes, a group of baseball jocks hang out with a group of punk rockers at a show. A few years ago, I mentioned this scene when I was interviewing the photographer Pat Blashill, who has spent a lot of time around Texas punks and has known Linklater for decades. Blashill told me that this scenario seemed improbable based on his own experience living among the punks and the jocks--but that the vision fits with Linklater's style. "He likes that aspect of looking at people who are in conflict, and then it sort of takes a real left turn and everything's okay," Blashill said. It's certainly a lovely idea--and one that is less challenging to render in fiction than when you're drawing from real life.
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A Wild Plan to Avert Catastrophic Sea-Level Rise

The collapse of Antarctica's ice sheets would be disastrous. A group of scientists has an idea to save them.

by Ross Andersen


The edge of the Thwaites Glacier, 2023 (Nicolas Bayou)



The edge of Greenland's ice sheet looked like a big lick of sludgy white frosting spilling over a rise of billion-year-old brown rock. Inside the Twin Otter's cabin, there were five of us: two pilots, a scientist, an engineer, and me. Farther north, we would have needed another seat for a rifle-armed guard. Here, we were told to just look around for polar-bear tracks on our descent. We had taken off from Greenland's west coast and soon passed over the ice sheet's lip. Viewed from directly above, the first 10 miles of ice looked wrinkled, like elephant skin. Its folds and creases appeared to be lit blue from within.

We landed 80 miles into the interior with a swervy skid. Our engineer, a burly Frenchman named Nicolas Bayou, jerked the door open, and an unearthly cold ripped through the cabin. The ice was smoother here. The May sunlight radiated off it like a pure-white aurora. We knew that there were no large crevasses near the landing site. This was a NASA mission. We had orbital reconnaissance. Still, our safety officer had warned us that we could "pop down" into a hidden crack in the ice if we ventured too far from the plane. Bayou appointed himself our Neil Armstrong. He unfolded the ladder, stepped gingerly down its rungs, and set foot on the surface.

Over the next hour and a half, we drilled 15 feet into the mile-thick ice. We fed a long pole topped by a solar-powered GPS receiver into the hole and stood it straight up. In the ensuing days, we were scheduled to set up four identical sites in a long line, the last one near Greenland's center. Each will help calibrate a $1.5 billion satellite, known as NISAR, that NASA has been building with the Indian Space Research Organisation. After the satellite launches from the Bay of Bengal, its radar will peer down at Earth's glaciers--even at night, even in stormy weather. Every 12 days, it will generate an exquisitely detailed image of almost the entirety of the cryosphere--all the planet's ice.

NISAR's unblinking surveillance is crucial because not even the largest, most immobile-seeming edifices of ice stay in one place. They move, and as the planet warms, their movements are accelerating, and so is their disintegration. Glaciologists have spent decades telling people that ice sheets are hemorrhaging icebergs and meltwater into the ocean at rates without precedent since the advent of scientific records on the subject--and that this is a serious problem, especially for the 40 percent of us who live in low-lying regions near a coastline. The glaciologists have often felt ignored. In recent years, they have begun to bicker, largely behind closed doors, about whether to push a more interventionist approach. Some now think that we should try to control the flow of the planet's most vulnerable glaciers. They say that with the right technology, we might be able to freeze them in place, stopping their slide into the seas.

The glaciologist Ian Joughin, who leads NISAR's cryosphere team, invited me to go on the Greenland trip. In March, I visited him at the Polar Science Center at the University of Washington to talk through the mission. It was a rare clear day in Seattle. We could see Mount Rainier, the most glaciated peak in the contiguous United States, floating like a white ghost above the horizon. Joughin explained that nearly all of the Earth's ice is locked up in the two big sheets near its poles. If by some feat of telekinesis I could have airlifted the glaciers off Rainier's flanks and mashed them together with every other mountain glacier in the world, the resulting agglomeration would account for less than 1 percent of Earth's cryosphere. Greenland's ice sheet accounts for about 13 percent; Antarctica's accounts for the rest.

Ice may have arrived on Earth only a few hundred million years after the planet formed. At the time, Saturn and Jupiter hadn't yet settled into their orbits. They were still moving around, jostling icy comets, sending some of them toward the inner solar system. Some scientists believe that thousands of these cosmic snowballs smashed into the Earth. The ice they carried would have vaporized on impact, but later rained down onto the crust, raising the sea levels. At some point, the seas' polar regions started to freeze, and from these tiny beginnings, the planet's ice grew. About 2.4 billion years ago, a riot of bacteria began exhaling oxygen en masse, transforming the atmosphere's methane into molecules that don't trap much heat. Ice spread outward from the poles, advancing over land and sea without prejudice, possibly all the way to the equator. From space, the Earth would have looked like it was slowly enclosing itself in blue-veined white marble. Since then, ice has retreated and advanced, over and over, largely in accordance with the buildup and dissipation of greenhouse gases in the air.


The Greenland Ice Sheet, 2024 (Nicolas Bayou)



The history of our current cryosphere began 180 million years ago, when Antarctica--then covered in thick forests filled with ferns and dinosaurs--broke off from the supercontinent Gondwana and started drifting south. Only about 20 million years ago, after it had stabilized at the South Pole and put an ocean between itself and the rest of the hemisphere's climate, did snow begin stacking up into an ice sheet on its eastern half. The first stub of what would become the West Antarctic Ice Sheet appeared around the same time, but it took longer to grow, and it was more unstable. To glaciologists' alarm, it is still unstable, and growing more so, today.

Greenland's ice sheet formed much later than Antarctica's. When I stepped down onto its flat, white expanse and saw that it extended all the way to the horizon, in every direction, it seemed like a permanent fixture of the planet. But it first appeared about 2.6 million years ago, and, like the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, it is fickle. In 2016, the geologist Jason Briner analyzed a rock core that had been hauled up from underneath two miles of ice at the very center of Greenland. He was surprised to find an isotope that forms only when bare rock is struck by the intense radiation that flows through the Milky Way. Scientists had long known that Greenland's ice sheet was sensitive to climate; its southern half and outer edges had crumbled and melted into the sea during the warm periods between Ice Age glaciations. Briner's analysis suggested that at some point in the past million years, the sheet had vanished entirely, exposing the underlying bedrock to the electromagnetic violence of the cosmos.

Briner's work is just one small part of an urgent effort to figure out how quickly the Earth's ice will disintegrate as the planet warms. Mountain glaciers are already shrinking fast. The ice slabs wedged into the valleys between the Alps, Andes, and Himalayas may burn off entirely before the century's end. Greenland's ice sheet is also in imminent danger. It still covers almost all of the island, apart from the coasts, but its outlet glaciers have been sloughing off icebergs at an increasing rate. And from my porthole window in the Twin Otter, I could see slushy aquamarine streams rushing across the ice sheet's surface, even though it wasn't yet summer. These two sources together make Greenland the largest current contributor to global sea-level rise, but perhaps not for long. Antarctica is awakening from its deep freeze. Within decades, its dissolution could overtake Greenland's.

Antarctica's ice sheet won't melt away, at least not from the top; air temperatures in the continent's interior are colder than 40 degrees below zero for much of the year. But melting isn't the only risk to ice sheets. Because Antarctica is so enormous, the quickening of its iceberg discharge alone would be enough to surpass Greenland's entire output. East Antarctica may be safe for now. Much of its ice sheet rests on a high plateau. But the story is different in West Antarctica, and especially on Thwaites, the glacier that may well determine its future.

Thwaites covers an area as large as the island of Britain. Its bed has relatively few large obstacles, perfect for a glacier that wants to flow fast. A considerable portion of it sits well below sea level. During the last Ice Age, Thwaites grew monstrously thick, and dug a trough beneath itself as it pushed out along the continental shelf. Today, near its terminus, it rests on bumps and ridges on the seafloor, to which ice attaches, creating resistance and helping to hold the otherwise smooth-flowing glacier back. Glaciologists have long worried that the deep currents of warm water surrounding Antarctica could sneak into the trough underneath it. After Thwaites began shedding ice at an alarming rate, they sent an autonomous submersible to investigate. To their dismay, they saw warm water flowing beneath the glacier, thinning its underside. If that continues, the icy structures that affix Thwaites to the undersea ridges may melt away. The glacier could become a runaway. A big inland portion of it could pour into the sea across a period of decades. The models that most glaciologists use suggest that this could occur sometime in the next several centuries. But the models don't yet have a long track record. The field's experts can imagine tail scenarios in which it happens much sooner, perhaps within the lifetime of people reading this today.


A GPS antenna and associated equipment on the Whillans Ice Stream in Antarctica in 2015, placed to help scientists better understand how fast the ice is moving (Slawek Tulaczyk)



The loss of Thwaites would be catastrophic. If it goes, it would likely lead to the loss of much of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. That would raise sea levels by up to 10 feet. Even five feet of sea-level rise would erase hundreds of islands from the Earth's surface, along with the unique cultures and ecologies that have taken root on them. Hundreds of millions of people who live along coasts could be forced to find new homes, with unpredictable geopolitical ripple effects. Rich countries would normally have the capacity--if not the willingness--to help poor ones. But their resources may be strained if the urban grids of New York City, Miami, London, Amsterdam, Tokyo, and Shanghai are underwater.

From the July/August 2024 issue: Vann R. Newkirk II on what America owes the planet

While reporting this story, I talked with more than 20 scientists who study the cryosphere. Many of them burned with impatience. They are no longer content with the traditional scientific role of neutral observation. "I'm not going to be satisfied simply documenting the demise of these environments that I care about," Brent Minchew, a glaciologist at MIT, told me. Minchew is teaming up with like-minded scientists who want to do something about it. They are designing grand technological interventions that could slow down the cryosphere's disintegration. Most of the scientists are on the younger side, but the central idea they are working on isn't. It was dreamed up by a member of the older guard, a 57-year-old glaciologist at UC Santa Cruz named Slawek Tulaczyk.

Before leaving for Greenland, I visited Tulaczyk in Santa Cruz. We met at the university arboretum and walked uphill through the forested campus, pausing only to let two coyotes leave the trail. When we reached the hilltop, we gazed out over the Pacific. Tulaczyk began to explain how its waves had shaped the landscape. Hundreds of thousands of years ago, after an extreme Ice Age glaciation receded, the sea rose by nearly 400 feet, and cut a deep new shoreline into the coast. Erosion had since rounded down one of its cliffs into the hill we had just climbed. I asked Tulaczyk if he thought the sea would creep up here again. He told me that he is not a doomer by nature--he once believed that diplomacy and reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change would prevent glaciers from avalanching off West Antarctica. But a few years ago, he lost his faith.


Meltwater from the Greenland Ice Sheet running along a valley, 2024 (Nicolas Bayou)



It's not hard to see why. The global appetite for fossil fuels remains ravenous. As of January, China was planning or actively building more new coal plants than all the plants currently operating in the United States. Each one may burn for more than 40 years. Yes, solar panels are flying off assembly lines worldwide, but grids can't yet store all the daylight that they absorb. Electric cars are still relatively rare, and container ships run on oil. The planet has already warmed by more than 1 degree Celsius since the Industrial Revolution. Each extra degree will destabilize ice sheets further, making them more likely to tumble, rather than slowly flow, into the sea. Tulaczyk doesn't think that the creaky machinery of global governance is moving quickly enough to stop them. He's formulating a backup plan.

Tulaczyk first became interested in glaciers as a boy running wild through the countryside of his native Poland. He wondered about the deep history of its forests and fields. He learned that during the Pleistocene, ice sheets had steamrolled down from the North Pole and flattened much of the country. When they retreated, they left lakes behind. ("Picture Wisconsin," Tulaczyk told me.) After immigrating to the United States, he did his doctoral work in glaciology at the California Institute of Technology under Barclay Kamb, a legendary figure from a more freewheeling age of polar exploration. During the 1990s, Kamb took Tulaczyk on long summer expeditions to tented camps in the remote Antarctic interior. They drilled holes into ice sheets with pressurized hot water. Sometimes they reached more than half a mile down, all the way to the continent. Tulaczyk studied the underlying sediment. He found rock and gravel, but also silts and muds that suggested a liquid layer.

Glaciologists were beginning to understand that underneath the miles-thick Antarctic ice lurks a dark water world as mysterious as the sea that sloshes beneath the frozen surface of Jupiter's moon Europa. The friction of a glacier's slide toward the sea combines with heat radiating up from the Earth's mantle to melt a tiny bit of its underside. Subglacial watersheds channel the meltwater into hidden streams and rivers. Some pool into lakes that eventually discharge as the ice above them moves, and watersheds shift. Satellite-laser scans have recently revealed more than 400 areas across Antarctica that pulsate faintly in time lapse, like subwoofers, as the lakes deep beneath them fill and drain. Some are as large as Lakes Erie or Ontario. In 2013, Tulaczyk helped lower the first cameras and sampling tubes into one. He found microbes that survive on their own kind of fossil fuel: organics from the continent's warmer times. Antarctica is often described as Earth's largest desert, but it may also be its most extensive living wetland.

Tulaczyk has long been intrigued by the way that this sprawling wetland lubricates the ice above it, speeding up its journey toward the ocean. At a conference in the late '90s, he learned about a mysterious subglacial event that occurred 200 years ago, underneath the Kamb Ice Stream, a glacier on the opposite side of West Antarctica from Thwaites. Until the mid-19th century, the glacier was flowing into the Ross Sea at an estimated 2,300 feet a year. But then, in the geologically abrupt space of only a few decades, this great river of ice all but halted. In the two centuries since, it has moved less than 35 feet a year. According to the leading theory, the layer of water underneath it thinned, perhaps by draining into the underside of another glacier. Having lost its lubrication, the glacier slowed down and sank toward the bedrock below. At its base, a cooling feedback loop took hold. Eventually, enough of it froze to its bed to keep it in place.

The story of the glacier that had suddenly halted stayed with Tulaczyk. Around 2010, he began to wonder whether water could be drained from underneath a large glacier like Thwaites to achieve the same effect. He imagined drilling down to its subglacial lakes to pump the water out of them. He imagined it gushing from the pumps' outlets and freezing into tiny crystals before it even splashed onto the Antarctic surface, "like a snow gun." The remaining water underneath the ice would likely flow toward the empty lakes, drying out portions of the glacier's underside. With luck, a cooling feedback loop would be triggered. Thwaites would freeze in place. Catastrophic sea-level rise would be avoided. Humanity would have time to get its act together.


Crevasses in the Thwaites Glacier, 2023 (Nicolas Bayou)



The morning after my visit, Tulaczyk wrote to say that his research group preferred to describe his plan as an "ice preservation" scheme, rather than anything that smacks of geo-engineering. Manipulating the flow of nation-size glaciers certainly qualifies as geo-engineering. But Tulaczyk is right to distinguish it from more dramatic, and truly global, interventions; instead of wrapping the Earth in a layer of aerosols to dim the sun, he merely wants to intervene at the glacier. His is only one of the preservation schemes that glaciologists are considering. Another team of scientists has suggested that mind-bogglingly large swaths of insulating fabric could be draped on top of vulnerable glaciers to keep them cold. Still another team has proposed that a curtain--made of plastic or some other material--be stretched across the 75-mile-wide zone where Thwaites meets the sea, to divert the warm water that is flowing underneath it.

In December, many of the world's most prominent glaciologists gathered for two days at Stanford University to discuss ice preservation, following a smaller such meeting in the fall. For Tulaczyk, it was a thrill just to organize a meeting like this. More than a decade ago, he'd pitched similar workshops to the National Science Foundation and NASA, and was told "nope," he said. At the time, many scientists worried that any talk of engineering ice sheets would distract from the necessary work of reducing greenhouse-gas emissions. Tulaczyk's mentors had warned him that pursuing the matter further might damage his career.

Before the December meeting, I'd reached out to Ted Scambos, one of the lead investigators for the International Thwaites Glacier Collaboration, a $50 million study of the endangered glacier by more than 100 scientists around the world. Scambos told me that many of the scientists who were attending were still skeptical that any of the ideas would work. Some had declined to attend altogether. Twila Moon, a glaciologist at the University of Colorado at Boulder, told me that she sent in a video statement protesting the very premise of the meeting and calling it a distraction.

When I caught up with Scambos after the meeting, he said that he came away from it thinking that two things had shifted in the small world of glaciology. First, more scientists were now open to experimenting with ice preservation. Some had been convinced that there was no avoiding geo-engineering; it was going to happen, either at the glaciers themselves or at hundreds of other places around the planet, where seawalls and additional megastructures would need to be built if glaciers were lost.

The second shift Scambos noticed was that Tulaczyk's idea--freezing a glacier into place--now had more momentum. The fabric-covering idea hasn't gained much traction outside of groups working to preserve small glaciers in the Alps. And the curtain had come in for criticism at the meeting, in part because the sea edge of Thwaites is one of the most remote and forbidding environments on Earth. It was the last stretch of Antarctica's coast to be mapped, its final terra incognita. Installing anything of serious scale there, underwater, would be extraordinarily challenging and fantastically expensive. Even if the curtain could be successfully installed, it would risk unintended consequences; it could entangle marine mammals and divert warm water to other ice shelves. Some of the assembled scientists found it easier to imagine hot-water drilling in Antarctica because they had actual experience doing it, whereas none of them had ever installed a sea curtain. It also helped that philanthropists, including a former executive at Google X, had expressed interest in funding field tests.

"The beauty of this idea is that you can start small," Tulaczyk told me. "You can pick a puny glacier somewhere that doesn't matter to global sea level." This summer, Martin Truffer, a glaciologist at the University of Alaska at Fairbanks, will travel to the Juneau Icefield in Alaska to look for a small slab of ice that could be used in a pilot test. If it stops moving, Tulaczyk told me he wants to try to secure permission from Greenland's Inuit political leaders to drain a larger glacier; he has his eye on one at the country's northeastern edge, which discharges five gigatons of ice into the Arctic Ocean every year. Only if that worked would he move on to pilots in Antarctica.

Even if these pilot experiments are successful, and hailed as such by the entire field, halting the mighty flow of Thwaites would still be a daunting challenge. To trigger a cooling feedback loop underneath its ice, a checkerboard array of separate drilling sites would be required. Estimates for how many range wildly, from a few dozen to thousands. In the annals of polar science, there is no precedent for a mission of this scope, as Tulaczyk well knows. In 2018, after five years of planning, it took a camp of 50 people in a much more accessible region of West Antarctica a whole field season to drill one borehole down to a subglacial lake. If you were operating 100 such sites, some economies of scale would kick in, but only to a point. A Thwaites field team could number 5,000 people--that's roughly the peak population of Los Alamos during the Manhattan Project, except in this case, they'd be deployed across one of the world's most remote glaciers.

Very few polar explorers have been to Thwaites. Tulaczyk himself has never made it to the glacier, despite 12 expeditions to Antarctica. When I asked those who have been there about the prospect of sending a scientific mission of this size, they seemed dazed by the question. But Tulaczyk, who is not just a scientist but an engineer, has given it serious thought. I heard him out, and then, to try to imagine how the project might work, I talked with Rob Grant, who led logistics for the British Antarctic Survey's most recent mission to Thwaites; Zoe Courville, who has helped keep dozens of traverses on Antarctica safe for American science missions; and Tanner Kuhl, an engineer with the U.S. Ice Drilling Program.

The mission's cargo alone would fill thousands of shipping containers. They would all need to be loaded onto a very large boat that would sail from Punta Arenas, Chile, and cross the Southern Ocean, a latitudinal band where no land exists to stop sea winds from whipping furiously around the planet. In 1774, Captain Cook made his way across these stormy seas and approached Thwaites directly from the north, but he never saw it: He turned back while still more than 100 miles away after encountering a dense field of icebergs "whose lofty summits reached the Clowds."


Ice from the tongue of the Thwaites Glacier floating in the Amundsen Sea, 2018 (Nicolas Bayou)



The planet's two most active glaciers--Thwaites and Pine Island--terminate in the very same bay. They are constantly ejecting building-size blocks of ice into its waters. In this bay, calm breezes can become gale-force winds in just minutes. Ice fog can white out the surroundings. On average, human civilization sends only one vessel of brave souls a year into the waters near Thwaites, and in some years no one goes.

Even if docking alongside Thwaites were a simple matter, unloading people and cargo onto an ice shelf that can tower more than 100 feet above the water would be impossible. Nor can heavy planes land a bit farther in on the glacier, because its ice stretches and wrinkles during its final seaward sprint, riddling it with crevasses. Grant told me that it took his British team years to find an ice shelf that their ships could sidle up to. The good news: It's just 12 feet high, and it leads to a relatively stable route inland. The bad news: It's in the Ronne Inlet, 750 miles away.

The Antarctic field season is only a few months long. A cargo ship with a crane would need to trail an icebreaker into the Ronne Inlet and dock next to the ice shelf sometime in October. Mega-tractors would tow humongous bladders of fuel, wood crates packed with scientific instruments, and the rest of the cargo to a staging ground 150 miles into the interior. From there, a tractor convoy would set out across West Antarctica on a high ice plateau that runs alongside the continent's tallest mountain range. At the front of the convoy, ground-penetrating-radar specialists would scan the path ahead for crevasses. When the snow atop a crevasse was too thin to support a tractor's weight, they would adjust course, or blow up the crevasse with dynamite--sending a column of smoke and snow 80 feet into the sky--then fill it in using bulldozers.

After weeks on the ice, including whole days lost to extreme weather, the convoy would arrive at a second staging ground on the western edge of Thwaites, and then it would divide into a hundred smaller versions of itself, each taking its own path to a different drilling site on the glacier. During that first season, no one would even unpack a drill, much less a pump. They'd simply build each camp's basic infrastructure, and a large berm to make sure that the winter snowfall didn't bury it all.

Hot-water drills that can reach deep into ice have existed for decades. But there are only about 50 of them in the world, some weighing tens of thousands of pounds, made bespoke for missions in Greenland and Antarctica. The Thwaites mission would likely need more than double that number. On-site, bulldozers would heap snow into their heated holding tanks, and everyone would wait around while it melted. When at last hot water started jetting down from the drill's showerhead, steam would billow off the ice. A small dent would appear. It would deepen into a white-walled borehole at a rate of one meter every minute, assuming everything went smoothly.

But it rarely does. Truffer, who is known for his experience with ice drilling, told me that there are always stops and starts. Broken parts are especially maddening, because there are no polar hardware stores at which to buy replacements. Even with no hiccups, the boreholes could take days to drill, especially where Thwaites thickens to more than a half mile. If one of those deeper holes were wide enough to admit an Olympic diver, and she dove straight down to the subglacial lake below, more than 10 seconds would pass before she splashed into its water.

All the drilling and pumping and tractors and camps would require a small city's worth of energy. There might be no way to supply it cleanly. Solar panels could support some summertime operations, but not drilling and pumping. The camp that drilled a borehole for scientific research in 2018 required thousands of gallons of diesel fuel. To power 100 such sites would, in a terrible irony, likely require a great and sustained conflagration of fossil fuels.

If the operation ever happens, Tulaczyk won't run it. He said that he has had extraordinary experiences during his multi-month trips to Antarctica, but he has also felt the cold sting of its isolation. He once described Antarctica to me as a preview of the inhospitable universe that exists beyond the vibrant bounty of Earth. He has missed 12 Christmases with his kids doing fieldwork there, and many of his wife's birthdays. "There are a lot of divorced glaciologists," he said. "I don't want to join them." He is nearing retirement anyway. He may not even live to see his plan come to fruition, and he told me he is okay with that. He has inspired younger scientists. Some of them have begun to develop more elegant iterations of his idea. This is the natural way of things.


Icebergs in Pine Island Bay, into which Thwaites feeds, 2016 (Nicolas Bayou)



Minchew, the MIT glaciologist, is one of those scientists. He has adopted the drilling part of Tulaczyk's plan, but instead of pumping water out, he wants to pump warmth out, by lowering tubelike heat siphons into the boreholes. Tens of thousands of these siphons are already wedged alongside crude-oil pipelines in the Arctic. They pull up the subsurface heat that the pipelines emanate, so that it doesn't melt the permafrost and make the ground go askew. If a heat siphon could reach the bottom of Thwaites, it might be able to freeze a region of the glacier's base, creating a sticky spot. But the siphons used in the permafrost are only a few meters long; it may be difficult to lengthen them by orders of magnitude. There is good reason to try: Siphons don't need diesel fuel. They're powered by temperature differences alone. Minchew told me that if enough of them were lodged into Thwaites, like pins in a pincushion, they might be able to keep the whole thing in place. And they'd do it gently. They wouldn't make a sound. They wouldn't so much as glow.

Greenland's Sermeq Kujalleq glacier is the Thwaites of the Arctic--the Northern Hemisphere's fastest-crumbling edge. Every year, it dumps 11 cubic miles of ice into a fjord near the small town of Ilulissat. Before leaving Greenland, I flew north to see it. I landed after 8 p.m., and really should have called it a day. But I was feeling hardy from the musk-ox sausages that I'd eaten before takeoff, and I knew that the Arctic sun wouldn't set for hours. I dropped my bags at my hotel, slipped on my parka, and hiked toward the fjord.

Several glaciologists who have worked in both Antarctica and Greenland told me that the Ilulissat fjord is the most spectacular icescape in the world. During the Pleistocene, its glacier bulldozed boulders and other debris into the fjord's mouth, creating an underwater ridge. As a consequence, the gigantic icebergs that calve off the glacier can't just slip directly into the Atlantic. They bounce around the fjord together for months on end. After they melt down a bit and find just the right angle of escape, the icebergs embark on great journeys. Locals take a grim satisfaction in the strong possibility that one of them rammed the Titanic's hull. Some have likely drifted to latitudes as far south as Portugal.

I walked along Ilulissat's streets of brightly colored houses to its outskirts, where small shacks are surrounded by sled dogs chafing at their chains. Most of Greenland's residents are Inuit; their ancestors brought these dogs here from Alaska 1,000 years ago and used them to travel long distances across the Greenland Ice Sheet. They retain more than a trace of Arctic wolf in their physique and spirit. After climbing into the hills that separate the town from the fjord, I could still hear them howling into the cold wind.

It took me an hour to reach the fjord's most iceberg-dense section. I had to hopscotch across a tundra of slate-colored rock and vivid maroon lichen, while attempting to avoid snowdrifts. I got stuck, thigh-deep, in one. By the time I dug myself out, it was nearing 11 p.m. and the sky was finally darkening. I began to regret setting out so late on my own, until I passed over a rise and saw the fjord in its full glory.

Dozens of icebergs were spread across the water like floats massing before a parade. I couldn't help but project familiar shapes onto them--one resembled a giant polar bear kneeling in the water, searching for seals. All I could hear were small streams running off the tundra and the melancholy calls of gulls flying across the fjord. Occasionally, a distant iceberg would crack, and the sound would ricochet toward me, greatly reduced, like muffled gunfire.

I sat down on a patch of golden grass in front of the largest iceberg. It was a landscape unto itself, with a little mountain range on one side and a river running through its middle. Along its edges were sheer 100-foot cliffs, chalk-white like the coast of Dover. It was beautiful, and also disquieting. The whole thing was the size of a Manhattan block. And yet, compared with the ice sheet that had ejected it into the water, it was only a snowflake.

Twila Moon, the University of Colorado glaciologist, had recommended this hike to me in mid-March. I had called to ask about the video statement that she had sent to the Stanford meeting in December. Her position hadn't softened in the intervening months. Human beings have directed the flow of rivers, with mixed success, for thousands of years, but Moon thinks that a river of ice is a force beyond our reckoning. She worries that grant makers and scientific talent will be seduced--and that precious resources will be diverted from emissions reduction to chase a techno-fantasy. Even small-scale tests of Tulaczyk's idea are a waste of time, she told me, because as a practical matter, the technology could never be deployed at scale on Antarctica.

The first time I called Martin Truffer, the glaciologist at the University of Alaska at Fairbanks with a penchant for ice drilling, he had seemed to agree. But then I saw him on my way up to Greenland, where he planned to land a small helicopter on the glacier that feeds the Ilulissat fjord. The U.S. Air Force had flown us part of the way in a C-130, but the plane broke down in Newfoundland, and we were stranded for several days. One night, we discussed Tulaczyk's idea, and he acknowledged that the impoverished state of scientific research may have conditioned him to think too small.

Many polar science projects are held together by duct tape and the grit of people like Truffer, who spend long months in the field away from their families. But ice preservation on Antarctica wouldn't be an ordinary science project. If a consortium of governments became convinced that Thwaites could be saved, and that trillions of dollars of flooding damage could be avoided, they might treat the project more like a military mobilization or mass vaccine deployment. By those standards, the many billions of dollars you might need--especially if the glacier had to be drilled and pumped continually, across many years--really isn't that much money. Truffer remains skeptical of Tulaczyk's project, but he said it would be much more imaginable if it were backed by those kinds of resources.

That's really conceivable only in an asteroid-headed-for-Earth scenario where glaciologists are in total agreement that the loss of Thwaites is imminent. Funding, in that case, would be the easy part. Getting permission from Russia, China, and dozens of other parties to the Antarctic Treaty would likely be harder. Building an international consensus, manufacturing the equipment, and setting it up on Antarctica could take decades. Testing will certainly take decades.

In the meantime, the world's ice will continue to dissolve. Even if we were to halt emissions immediately and entirely, we could still lose major glaciers at both poles within a century. We can see them fragmenting now, in real time. On my last night in Ilulissat, I went back to the fjord on a small icebreaker. As we moved through the pewter water, the thin sea ice beneath us fractured into every imaginable polygon. From the hills above, the icebergs had all seemed still and sculptural. Up close, it was easier to see that they were in flux. Meltwater glittered along their edges, and they were all drifting ever so subtly. One by one, they would soon head out to sea. If we want to keep our ice sheets and shores where they are, Tulaczyk's idea may help. Maybe it will work all by itself, or in combination with other ice-control schemes. Or maybe all of these ideas are destined to fail. Either way, we should find out.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The Glacier Rescue Project."
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Why Some Narratives Are So Easy to Fall For

A conversation with Jerusalem Demsas about the misunderstood policy issues that deserve more nuanced analysis

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.


Who really benefits from remote work? Is it true that politicians have to be anti-immigration to win elections? Each episode of Good on Paper, the new podcast hosted by my colleague Jerusalem Demsas, delves into a misunderstood policy issue that deserves more nuanced analysis. I spoke with Jerusalem about how some narratives get lodged in the public's mind and the dangers of stories that feel true but aren't.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Trump is not America's Le Pen--he's worse.
 	Israel's wartime government just collapsed. Does it matter?
 	What America owes the planet




A Way to Simplify

Stephanie Bai: Why do you think certain narratives can become so entrenched, even if the facts don't support them? And why are other narratives more likely to fade?

Jerusalem Demsas: Narratives are a way of simplifying a really complicated world. Compelling ones follow story structures that we're used to seeing: a villain and a hero, a bad developer versus a mother who's struggling to get her kids through college. These kinds of narratives are compelling because there's a spark of truth in them, which is that there are power struggles in the world; there are winners and losers. Many narratives stick because they reaffirm our own opinions and views, but that can be really dangerous: Just because something feels true doesn't mean that it is.

The narratives that don't stick are usually the ones that are more complicated. There isn't always a clear-cut good guy and bad guy. Often we're just existing in systems where a bunch of people act in their own self-interest; some of them are trying to do good, but people have different conceptions of what good is. Trying to describe a world full of that kind of complexity is not as satisfying.

Stephanie: In your recent story about maternal mortality, you talk about the doom-and-gloom framing that activists can use to spotlight issues. What are some of the counterproductive consequences of that approach that people might not expect?

Jerusalem: There's this perception, which can be right in the short term, that if you say, "A bridge is going to collapse," it's going to get more attention than a report that says there are some structural deficiencies in America's infrastructure.

But in the longer term, that first framing really erodes trust between the people who are trying to get attention for their cause and the people who are trying to triage different issues. Because at the end of the day, there are finite amounts of time and resources. Policy makers have to choose which problems to prioritize, meaning that something else will lose out. So if established organizations or journalists are constantly pushing out this narrative that everything's on fire, it impedes policy makers from making any sort of ordering decisions. They might try to do everything at once or prioritize the wrong things, which can lead to chaos.

Stephanie: In your first episode, you discuss a study that found that senior women engineers at an unnamed Fortune 500 company were more productive when they worked remotely because they were spending less time on mentorship and giving feedback. But a prevailing narrative that took off during the pandemic is that women working from home are doubly burdened: They have to juggle child care and deal with the usual work responsibilities. As more research gets done on this topic, what are the next questions on your mind when it comes to how remote work affects women?

Jerusalem: When we ask, Is remote work working for women?, we're also asking, Are they fulfilled? Is it true that remote work is making it possible for them to be more flexible, go pick their kids up from school, or hang out with their friends in their free time? Also, though it's the case that mentorship is uncompensated by most employers, there's a lot of connection that more experienced workers derive from that type of work. Some people have responded to my podcast saying that they miss that aspect of their work, even though they resented not being paid for it.

I think it's really important to start from the question: What do we want work to do for people's lives? Does that differ by industry?

Stephanie: What's an idea or narrative that sounded good on paper to you but might not warrant a whole podcast episode?

Jerusalem: The idea that pass/fail classes are easy and not stressful. I took Mandarin pass/fail my senior year of college, thinking it would be a low-stakes way of learning a little bit of an important language. I ended up in the terrible middle space of devoting enough time to the class so as not to fail yet not devoting enough time to truly pick up a little Mandarin. What do I remember? Wo bu hui shuo zhongwen.

Related:

	Who really benefits from the great remote-work experiment?
 	What Americans really think about immigration




Today's News

	Hunter Biden was convicted on three felony charges related to the purchase and possession of a handgun.
 	Hamas said that it was willing to accept the UN Security Council's U.S.-backed resolution for a permanent cease-fire in Gaza as the basis for further negotiations, according to Reuters. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has neither officially accepted nor rejected the proposal.
 	The Biden administration announced a proposal that would prevent credit-reporting agencies from using medical debt to calculate credit scores.




Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic*



The Next Great American Mega-Genre

By Spencer Kornhaber

If you ask Americans about their favorite genre of music, the top pick tends to be classic rock. But if you ask them which genre is "most representative of America today," you get basically a split: 36 percent say country, while 37 percent say rap/hip-hop, according to a 2023 poll from the research firm YouGov ... These findings would seem to support various preconceptions about a red/rural America and a blue/urban America, united only in affection for "Don't Stop Believin'."
 But what if these genres needn't be all that separate? What if hip-hop and country merged into something that felt like classic rock? The idea sounds like it would be profitable for the record industry--and it might be what's happening now.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The mid-year best-of list is a travesty.
 	What's wrong with Congress (and how to fix it)
 	Graeme Wood: Is Israel guilty of perfidy?




Culture Break


Tony Gutierrez / AP



Cheer along. Team USA's historic win in the current global cricket tournament was a shot heard around the world, Joseph O'Neill writes. Now it just needs a domestic audience.

Watch. Ishana Night Shyamalan's debut film, The Watchers, finds a careful balance between the freaky and the mundane, David Sims writes.

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 Mystique of Ozempic Is Growing

Obesity drugs keep getting linked to health benefits beyond weight loss. It's maddeningly difficult to figure out what's causing them.

by Yasmin Tayag




There's no such thing as a miracle cure for weight loss, but the latest obesity drugs seem to come pretty close. People who take Ozempic or other weekly shots belonging to a class known as GLP-1 agonists, after the gut hormone they mimic, can lose a fifth or more of their body weight in a year. Incessant "food noise" fueling the urge to eat suddenly goes silent.

In recent months, the mystique of these drugs has only grown. Both semaglutide (sold under the brand names Ozempic and Wegovy) and tirzepatide (Mounjaro and Zepbound) were initially developed for diabetes and then repurposed for weight loss. But they apparently can do so much more than that. Studies showing the heart benefits of semaglutide have already led the FDA to approve Wegovy as a way to reduce the risk of major cardiac events, including stroke, heart attack, and death, in certain patients. The drug has also shown clear benefits for sleep apnea, kidney disease, liver disease--and can potentially help with fertility issues, Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, colorectal cancer, alcohol overuse, and even nail-biting. These days, a new use for GLP-1s seems to emerge every week.



With each new breakthrough, GLP-1s look more and more like the Swiss Army knife of medications. As Vox asked last year: "Is there anything Ozempic can't do?" But GLP-1s can't take all the credit. Obesity is linked to so many ailments that losing huge amounts of weight from these drugs is destined to have "a pretty dominant effect" on health outcomes, Randy Seeley, an obesity researcher at the University of Michigan, told me. Teasing out exactly what is causing these secondary benefits will be difficult. But the future of these drugs may hinge on it.

Read: The future of obesity drugs just got way more real

Some of the additional health effects of GLP-1s do seem in line with a drug that can lead to dramatic weight loss. People with obesity are at a much higher risk for heart attacks and liver disease; excessive weight can restrict breathing at night, leading to sleep apnea. Of course obesity drugs would help. Even reports of "Ozempic babies"--people unexpectedly conceiving while on GLP-1s--make sense considering that fertility tends to improve when people lose weight. But weight loss alone isn't always the only explanation. A major trial tracking the heart health of people on semaglutide suggested that patients can have cardiovascular improvements even if they don't lose much weight. "It is quite clear that there are benefits to these drugs that are beyond weight loss," Seeley said.



GLP-1s improve health outcomes through three mechanisms, Daniel Drucker, a professor of medicine at the University of Toronto who co-discovered GLP-1 in the 1980s, told me. (Both Drucker and Seeley have consulted with GLP-1 manufacturers, as have many prominent obesity researchers.) The first mechanism involves the main functions of the drug: controlling blood sugar and inducing weight loss. That the drug coaxes the pancreas into secreting insulin led to its development for diabetes. Weight loss mostly happens through a separate process affecting the brain and gut that prompts a waning appetite and a lingering feeling of fullness. Disentangling their effects is difficult because high blood sugar can lead to weight gain, and is linked to many of the same chronic illnesses as obesity, including heart disease and cancer. The significant reductions in the risk of cardiovascular disease and death from chronic kidney disease seen by people on GLP-1 drugs "certainly reflect" both changes in blood sugar and weight, Drucker said.



A second mechanism that could explain some of these health effects is that the drugs act directly on certain organs. GLP-1 receptors exist on tissues all over the body: throughout the lungs, kidneys, cardiovascular system, gut, skin, and central nervous system. The drugs' heart benefits, for example, might involve GLP-1 receptors in the heart and blood vessels, Steven Heymsfield, a professor who studies obesity at Louisiana State University, told me.



Beyond affecting individual organs, GLP-1s likely spur wide-ranging effects across the body through a third, more generalized process: reducing inflammation. Chronic diseases associated with obesity and diabetes, such as liver, kidney, and cardiovascular disease, are "all driven in part by increased inflammation," which GLP-1s can help reduce, Drucker said.



In some situations, these mechanisms may work hand in hand, as in the case of Alzheimer's. An older GLP-1 drug called liraglutide has shown potential as a treatment for Alzheimer's, and semaglutide's effect on early stages of the disease is being tested in a Phase 3 trial. The brain is littered with GLP-1 receptors, inflammation is known to be a central driver of neurodegeneration, and losing weight and having lower blood sugar "will probably help reduce the rate of cognitive decline," Drucker said.



More complex effects will be harder to disentangle. The drugs are thought to curb addictive and compulsive behaviors, such as alcohol overuse, impulse shopping, and gambling. In animals, GLP-1s have been shown to affect the brain's reward circuitry--a handy explanation, but perhaps an overly simplistic one. "Reward isn't just one thing," Seeley said. The mechanism that makes eating rewarding may differ slightly from that of smoking or gambling. If that's the case, it wouldn't make sense for a single drug to tamp down all of those behaviors.

Read: Did scientists accidentally invent an anti-addiction drug? 

Still other benefits of GLP-1s have yet to be explained. In a large study of people with diabetes published in February, those who took GLP-1s had a lower risk of colorectal cancer than those who didn't--and weight didn't seem to be a factor. One possible explanation for the link is that the drugs reduce inflammation that could lead to cancer. Yet recent research in mice suggests that blocking the GLP-1 receptor--that is, doing the opposite of what the drugs do--is what triggers the immune system to fight colorectal cancer.



Some of the ancillary effects being observed now will prove to be legitimate; others won't. "This happens every time we discover a new molecule," Seeley said. At first, a drug proves to be amazingly effective against the condition it's designed to treat. As more people use it, new effects come to light; before long, it begins to seem like a cure-all. Research ensues. Then, the comedown: The studies, when completed, show that it can treat some conditions but not others. In the 1980s, statins emerged as a powerful treatment for high cholesterol, and excitement then mounted about their additional benefits on kidney disease and cognitive decline. Now statins are largely used for their original purpose.



Each new discovery about what GLP-1s can do seems like a lucky surprise--a bonus effect of already miraculous drugs. But people don't want drugs that are surprising. They want ones that are effective: not medications that might lower their risk of other illnesses, but those that will. To make those drugs, manufacturers need to know what's actually happening in the body--to what degree the health effects can be attributed to more than just weight loss. To prescribe those drugs, health-care providers need to know the same thing. Doing so will become even harder as GLP-1s themselves become more complicated, targeting multiple other metabolic pathways, each with their own downstream effects. Tirzepatide already targets an additional hormone on top of GLP-1, and a drug that targets three hormones is on its way.



A fuller picture of the potential of GLP-1s may begin to emerge soon. Some of the trials investigating their effects on early Alzheimer's and Parkinson's are expected to have results before the end of 2025, offering "a glimpse of whether or not they work," Drucker said. Eventually, studies may reveal how they work--for these and all the other ancillary benefits. Drug companies are in a furious battle to develop new kinds of obesity drugs, and as it's shaping up, the future of these medications may not entirely be about obesity. As new kinds of drugs are developed, drugmakers will have to consider whether they maintain, improve upon, or weaken the other benefits, according to Drucker. Competition will likely give rise to a wide range of drugs, each specific to a certain condition or combination of them. GLP-1s might follow the trajectory of blood-pressure medications, which come in more than 200 types to suit all kinds of patients.



New benefits will propel GLP-1 further into the mainstream--not just by opening them up to new subsets of people, but by adding pressure on insurance providers to cover them. Medicare doesn't pay for obesity drugs, in part because the federal government has historically considered weight loss to be a cosmetic issue, not a medical one. But in March, after the FDA extended Wegovy's approval to include reducing cardiovascular risk in people with obesity, some Medicare plans began to offer coverage to patients with both weight and heart problems. That GLP-1s have multiple uses is not in itself miraculous. But it would be a small miracle if all of their additional effects, whether separate from or downstream of weight loss, are what help obesity drugs become as widely available as so many other life-changing treatments.
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America, Cricket's Next Frontier

Team USA's historic win in the current global tournament was a shot heard around the world. Now it just needs a domestic audience.

by Joseph O'Neill




Tomorrow, a cricket match will take place in a pop-up stadium on Long Island with turf flown in from Australia. From the venue's north stand, you can just about discern the tallest skyscrapers and bridges of New York City. At least 30,000 spectators, most of them wearing the light-blue shirt of India, will pack the bleachers. What happens next--a match in the T20 Cricket World Cup between India and the U.S.A.--will be viewed by a huge audience on digital and TV platforms. Games of the 2023 Major League Baseball World Series were watched, on average, by 9.1 million. The 2024 Super Bowl drew 123.7 million viewers in the United States--the largest such audience ever. The worldwide viewership for India versus U.S.A. will almost certainly surpass that of the Super Bowl, quite possibly by tens of millions of viewers.

Simply to state the names of prominent U.S. cricketers--Saurabh Netravalkar, Steven Taylor, Monank Patel, Nosthush Kenjige, Aaron Jones--is to reveal their utter obscurity in the eyes of most Americans, even those who are acquainted with cricket. American cricketers are not stars; they are cultural ciphers. Their exploits, to the native eye, are as cryptic as the game they play. But it just so happens that the above-named nobodies belong to the most successful U.S. cricket team in history, a team that has just defeated Pakistan and Canada and needs only one more victory--against India or Ireland--to guarantee U.S. qualification to the final Super Eight, round-robin stage of the World Cup. Could the U.S. win the Cricket World Cup? No, not a chance. But the potential for cricket's growth in America has never looked stronger.

The English introduced cricket to the U.S. in the 1700s. It became a popular pastime, especially with immigrants from England, and matches could attract thousands of spectators and, as with modern sporting events, prompt a lot of betting. Cricket was especially favored by the Anglophile upper crust of Philadelphia. Some of the clubs these citizens founded in the 1850s and '60s--the Philadelphia Cricket Club, the Merion Cricket Club, the Germantown Cricket Club--still exist, along with their magnificent cricket fields, which are now almost exclusively given over to lawn tennis.

From the June 1940 issue: Cricket for Americans

The golden era of American cricket ended in the early 20th century, when the popularity of golf and tennis--games that, unlike cricket at the time, were played by both men and women--changed the recreational preferences of the American elites. The masses, meanwhile, had long since adopted the "national pastime," baseball.

The old colonial sport became marginalized, kept afloat only by tiny clubs populated by immigrants and expats from the British Commonwealth, most notably (my own) Staten Island Cricket Club, established in 1872 and now the longest continuously active cricket club in America. In the 1960s, things began to look up. Increased immigration from the West Indies reinvigorated cricket, in the New York region especially; and in the decades that followed, immigration from South Asia also dramatically increased.

There are now more than 5 million Americans of South Asian descent, the majority being Indian American. Many of them are crazy for cricket, but have almost nowhere local to play or watch the game. The gap between the new demand and the old infrastructure has created what business types call a market opportunity. To understand this market opportunity, one must understand the transformation of cricket from a genteel, uncommercial, English-dominated summer ritual to a raucous, money-spinning, Indian-dominated bat-and-ball party.

To appear for one's national side in test-match cricket, as the traditional, days-long international games are known, used to be the pinnacle of a player's career. In 2003, a much shorter, more instantly spectacular format of competition was introduced--T20 cricket, in which each team faces 120 balls and tries to slug runs as quickly as possible. Purists disdained this new format, which shares traits with a home-run derby, but fans loved it.

In 2007, the Indian Premier League launched in the T20 format. This soon became the most popular and most lucrative cricket enterprise on Earth. The league expanded the market for cricket, not only in India (population 1.4 billion), but globally. Copycat T20 leagues sprang up in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Australia, and other places. In 2023, a T20 venture called Major League Cricket began in the United States.

From the July 2000 issue: As American as cricket

Major League Cricket offers a familiar business model: globe-trotting professional cricketers, grouped into six brand-new franchises with such names as the Los Angeles Knight Riders and the Seattle Orcas, playing in brightly colored outfits for the entertainment of domestic and international media audiences. Only a tiny number of U.S.-born cricketers participate. But MLC lays claim to a radical ambition: not just making money but making cricket the next big thing to penetrate the mainstream of American sports culture.

This seems optimistic. No more than a handful of regulation cricket fields exist in the United States. The game is played on improvised, multiuse spaces in public parks. Practice facilities are virtually nonexistent, as is funding (either public or private) for youth cricket. For the sport to thrive--that is, to gradually approach the prominence and participation enjoyed by that other global game to which the U.S. was a relative latecomer, soccer--it would have to receive enormous grassroots investments, political as well as financial, in American cities where space is limited, costly, and bitterly contested. Collegiate competition, complete with new sports scholarships and sports fields and international recruitment networks, would have to find institutional enthusiasts and financial backers. And yet: This is America. We can always dream.

In that dream, Team USA advances in the World Cup to the intensely exciting Super Eight stage; it attracts the attention and admiration of ordinary American sports fans; a craze ensues; the team captain, Netravalkar, an H1-B visa holder who works at Oracle as a software engineer, becomes a national hero and an inspiration for boys and girls around the country; and Major League Cricket wins over sports fans. The colossal wealth and goodwill of America, at once charmed and stirred by entrepreneurial visions, could make room in the national imagination for a game enjoyed and monetized by hundreds of millions in South Asia, Australasia, and southern Africa. Let it be so.
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Trump Is Not America's Le Pen

He's worse.

by Anne Applebaum




Updated at 10:55 p.m. ET on January 12, 2024

The elections to the European Parliament are, for politics junkies, what the World Cup is for soccer fans. There are 27 countries with 27 different sets of parties--center-right, center-left, far right, far left, liberal, conservative, green--and 27 sets of statistics to peruse. Because these are not national elections, and because they do not usually change governments, voters often treat them experimentally, voting for parties they would not choose to run their countries, or else just voting in protest against whoever is in power, as Americans do in midterms. That makes them appealingly--or alarmingly--unpredictable.

Ever since Brexit, the British no longer vote in the European Parliament, and they never cared much about it anyway. Americans have always been pretty hazy about the institution (except when it suddenly turns out to have massive regulatory powers). Still, Anglo-American media always need a shorthand to sum up this messy, nuanced, continent-wide horse race, and on the morning after Sunday's vote, they found one: The Rise of the Far Right. And the follow-up talking point? America might head this way too.

Read: What Europe fears

Now let me make it more complicated.

When applied to France, the scary headlines were fair enough: Marine Le Pen's anti-establishment, far-right National Rally party (which has in fact been a part of the French establishment for decades, though never in charge) swept the board, which in that system means it won about a third of the votes. This was clearly a protest vote; it was clearly aimed at the French president, Emmanuel Macron, and he responded in kind. He called a snap French parliamentary election, which will force French voters to decide if they really want Le Pen, not just to represent them in the European Parliament, but to run the country.

He is betting that they do not. The rules are different in French national campaigns: The voting happens in two rounds, which means the winners have to get a higher percentage of the votes. If he's wrong, Le Pen could be prime minister, but she would have to share power with Macron, who would have three years in which to make her life miserable. If he's right, she loses again, as she has done many times before.

Almost everywhere else, the banner headline was wrong. In Poland, the far-right former ruling party came in second for the first time in a decade, beaten by the center-right current ruling party (whose government my husband, Radek Sikorski, serves in). In Hungary, a brand-new, insurgent center-right party unexpectedly took votes away from Viktor Orban's autocratic ruling party. In Slovakia, the Netherlands, and even Italy and France, the center-left did better than in previous elections. In Scandinavia and Spain, the far right did worse.

In Germany, the story is more complicated. The three-party ruling coalition did badly, but the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD), plagued by scandals that connect it to Russian money and Nazi sympathies, fared worse, with 16 percent of the vote, than some expected a few months ago. I don't want to downplay the threat of the AfD, with its poisonous rhetoric and financial ties to Russia, or the threat of its sister party in Austria, which narrowly placed first. But the real victors in Germany were the center-right Christian Democrats, who are neither pro-Nazi nor pro-Russia. On the contrary, they have been arguing for months that German Chancellor Olaf Scholz should do more to help Ukraine, not less.

For Americans, the message from these elections is alarming and unexpected, but not because of what is happening in Europe. Gaze across the continent, whether at Giorgia Meloni, the Italian prime minister whose party originated in Mussolini's fascist movement, or Le Pen, whose roots truly lie in Vichy, or Geert Wilders in the Netherlands, who once called his country's Parliament "fake," and you will see far-right leaders who have succeeded precisely by appearing to tack to the center, trying to sound less extreme, and dropping previous objections and embracing existing alliances, such as the European Union and NATO. They do talk a lot about immigration and inflation, but so do mainstream parties. Their goals may secretly be more radical--Le Pen may well be planning to undermine the French political system if she wins, and I don't believe that she has cut her ties to Russia--but they are succeeding by hiding that radicalism from voters.

Rachel Donadio: Can Giorgia Meloni govern Italy?

Donald Trump is not like these politicians. The former president is not tacking to the center, and he is not trying to appear less confrontational. Nor does he seek to embrace existing alliances. On the contrary, almost every day he sounds more extreme, more unhinged, and more dangerous. Meloni has not inspired her followers to block the results of an election. Le Pen does not rant about retribution and revenge. Wilders has agreed to be part of a coalition government, meaning that he can compromise with other political leaders, and has promised to put his notorious hostility to Muslims "on ice." Even Orban, who has gone the furthest in destroying his country's institutions and who has rewritten Hungary's constitution to benefit himself, doesn't brag openly about wanting to be an autocrat. Trump does. People around him speak openly about wanting to destroy American democracy too. None of this seems to hurt him with voters, who appear to welcome this destructive, radical extremism, or at least not to mind it.

American media cliches about Europe are wrong. In fact, the European far right is rising in some places, but falling in others. And we aren't "in danger" of following European voters in an extremist direction, because we are already well past them. If Trump wins in November, America could radicalize Europe, not the other way around.



This article previously misdescribed a French-parliamentary-election procedure.
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The President's Son Is Found Guilty

The case is a personal and family tragedy, but it is also a demonstration of the strength of rule of law.

by David A. Graham




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

The federal case against Hunter Biden was not, ultimately, a particularly complicated one. Prosecutors said that he'd lied about his drug use when filling out a form to buy a gun. The evidence backed up the claim. And a jury took less than a full day to deliberate before returning a verdict of guilty on three felonies.

The Hunter Biden case is a personal and family tragedy, but like the recent felony conviction of Donald Trump, it is also a demonstration of the strength of rule of law. One test of the American justice system is that a former president can be tried and convicted. A second is that the son of a sitting president can be tried and convicted without political interference.

The cases against Trump and Hunter Biden have a couple major similarities, as it happens. Critics of both saw the decision by prosecutors to bring charges as politically motivated. As I wrote after the Trump verdict, it's reasonable to believe that politics were at play--Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg is an elected official in a Trump-skeptical jurisdiction--but wrong to conclude that this negates the case.

David A. Graham: If Trump is guilty, does it matter if the prosecution was political?

Similarly, Hunter Biden might well not have faced any charges at all if he were not the son of the president. Trey Gowdy, a former federal prosecutor and Republican member of Congress, recently argued on Fox News that the case was dubious and wouldn't have been brought "if this were Hunter Jones or Hunter Smith." Gowdy noted that cases of prosecuting drug users for lying on forms are extremely rare.

Perhaps some selective prosecution was at play here; hardly anyone would argue that this was the most important case for public safety. Hunter Biden for years benefited from his proximity to power, and now is experiencing the flip side of that. (Much of Hunter Biden's most distasteful behavior is, in fact, legal.)

The problem is that once the case was brought, Hunter Biden didn't have much other defense to offer. As with Trump, few of Biden's champions were prepared to argue that he was innocent. (His attorneys contended that Biden was not using drugs at the specific time he filled out the application and that he may have understood the form narrowly--an argument that jurors evidently didn't buy about a Yale-trained lawyer.)

Kate Shaw: The reactions that reveal everything about Trump vs. Biden

Biden's case went to trial only after an attempt at a plea deal foundered, and he opted to fight the charges; Trump declined to argue to a jury that he had committed misdemeanors rather than felonies, preferring to take the risk of a felony conviction. Neither man has yet been sentenced. Hunter Biden also will face a trial for separate federal tax charges in California in September.

The similarities between the two cases are limited, though. As Kate Shaw noted in these pages one year ago, Trump has responded to being charged (and now convicted) with an outright attack on the justice system's basic integrity. President Joe Biden, by contrast, has remained supportive of his son but defended the process and refused to intervene. He said last week that he would not pardon Hunter if he were convicted, and in a statement today he said, "I will accept the outcome of this case and will continue to respect the judicial process as Hunter considers an appeal. Jill and I will always be there for Hunter and the rest of our family with our love and support."

David A. Graham: The truth about Hunter Biden's indictment

Moreover, Hunter Biden's conviction shows the emptiness of Republican accusations that Joe Biden is "weaponizing" the Justice Department against his enemies. Not only did federal prosecutors charge and convict the president's son; they are also currently trying Senator Bob Menendez, a New Jersey Democrat, for corruption, and have brought charges against Representative Henry Cuellar, a Texas Democrat. Meanwhile, Trump and his allies continue to promise that he will actually use the Justice Department to get even with his political opponents.

A system in which the rule of law is strong and valued does not mean every citizen agrees with every verdict, or that every prosecution is righteous. But it does mean one in which due process exists and no one is above the law, no matter his political connections.
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        Scenes from China's 2024 Dragon Boat Festival
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            In recent days, people in cities and villages across China have been celebrating the Dragon Boat Festival. Locals and tourists gather to watch dragon-boat races, enjoy traditional food, and pray for good luck during this annual summer folk festival. Gathered below are recent images from festivals in Foshan, Nanjing, Fuzhou, Beijing, and more.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd looks on while people ride and row in a long, thin boat decorated with a dragon's head on its bow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in a nighttime dragon-boat river cruise during the Dragon Boat Festival in Foshan, China, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A couple of dozen people row vigorously, propelling a long boat forward in a canal during a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals take part in a dragon-boat race in a narrow canal in Foshan on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Six long dragon boats begin a race on a lake, with a city skyline in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dragon-boat riders compete on Xuanwu Lake in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: Rowers in boats at a starting line splash one another playfully with oars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors splash one another at the start of the annual dragon-boat race in Hong Kong on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Two adults and two children ride on the front of a neon-lit dragon boat at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride on a dragon-boat cruise in Foshan on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: Rowers in at least eight long dragon boats paddle at the start of a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle during the annual dragon-boat race in Hong Kong on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of more than a dozen dragon boats in a twisting river surrounded by houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of participants preparing for a dragon-boat race in Fuzhou, in China's Fujian province, on June 8, 2024
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                [image: Dragon boats decorated in many flags pass by in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Decorated dragon boats pass in a parade in the Xixi National Wetland river in the West Lake district of Hangzhou, in China's Zhejiang province, on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: People line the walkways of a swooping road bridge, watching a small dragon boat pass by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch as competitors in a dragon boat take part in a race in Beijing on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: People paddle in a small dragon boat the rides low in the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants paddle in a dragon-boat race at Xixi National Wetland Park on June 10, 2024, in Hangzhou.
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                [image: People in two small boats splash each other using buckets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists splash one another to celebrate the Dragon Boat Festival in Quanzhou, Fujian province, China, on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of six dragon boats racing]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dragon-boat teams compete at Dongjiangwan Aquatic Sports Center in Zixing city, in China's Hunan province, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of crowds of people lining a river in a city, where many dragon boats prepare for races]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators gather as dragon boats line up on a river during the Dragon Boat Festival in Guangzhou on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of spectators sits along the edge of a canal, watching as a very long dragon boat passes by, being rowed by more than a dozen people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals take part in dragon-boat races in a narrow canal in Foshan on June 10, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jade Gao / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several dragon boats pass each other in a narrow canal, with adults and children playfully riding and splashing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride on several passing dragon boats during part of Foshan's Dragon Boat Festival on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of people in a dragon boat paddling hard during a race]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle hard during a dragon-boat race in Foshan on June 10, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The Next Great American Mega-Genre

Men with guitars are back in fashion--and categorizing their sound isn't easy.

by Spencer Kornhaber




If you ask Americans about their favorite genre of music, the top pick tends to be classic rock. But if you ask them which genre is "most representative of America today," you get basically a split: 36 percent say country, while 37 percent say rap/hip-hop, according to a 2023 poll from the research firm YouGov. (Participants could pick more than one answer from a long menu of genres.) These findings would seem to support various preconceptions about a red/rural America and a blue/urban America, united only in affection for "Don't Stop Believin'."

But what if these genres needn't be all that separate? What if hip-hop and country merged into something that felt like classic rock? The idea sounds like it would be profitable for the record industry--and it might be what's happening now.

At least, that's one theory to explain all the ragged-voiced dudes on the Billboard Hot 100 recently. Although women such as Taylor Swift and Beyonce have dominated much of the public discourse about music this year, nine of the 10 most popular songs in the nation this week were made by men. Most of those men--aside from Kendrick Lamar, Eminem, and the funky TikTok sensation Tommy Richman--employ guitars and big, gruff vocals. Some of them are or used to be rappers. They also tend to bend genre lines without seeming particularly experimental. From some angles, these guys signal that rock is back; from others, they're a result of the country surge; from still others, they constitute a new phenomenon (... gruntry?). But they're also, definitionally, pop, a meeting ground for many different constituencies.

To understand the vibe, start at the top of the chart, where Post Malone's "I Had Some Help," featuring Morgan Wallen, has reigned for three weeks straight. Its twanging guitars scan as country, but its punchy drum beat could be pop-punk, and its melody just feels bubblegum. This is a sing-along suitable for anywhere; I recently heard it at an Italian restaurant in Brooklyn, hardly a honky-tonk atmosphere. And it's the result of a collaboration that, on paper, might seem odd. Wallen has, for most of the 2020s, been the most popular musician in country music. Malone has, since 2015, been one of the most popular musicians in rap.

Their team-up represents the intersection of two trends. Hip-hop and R&B, the most listened-to genres of music in America since 2017, have slipped a bit in market share over the past few years. Meanwhile, country has soared in the 2020s, popularizing tracks such as Luke Combs's cover of "Fast Car." These developments have fed into an oppositional narrative--country is dethroning rap!--but the truth is probably that both genres are just undergoing the same technological transformation at different times. Hip-hop's audience started embracing streaming platforms years ago, country's a bit more recently.

But country is, in some ways, riding hip-hop's coattails. To country singers seeking to project a modern edge in a tradition-obsessed genre, rap's techniques have offered a helpful sonic toolbox. Wallen, for example, makes slick, sultry songs with drum machines and Drake-ish vocal cadences. The recent country breakout Jelly Roll first spent years trying to succeed as a rapper. In retrospect, the success of Lil Nas X's "Old Town Road," now seems less like a fluke and more like a harbinger, showing how the internet encourages artists and listeners to embrace genre-blending.

Raised partly in Grapevine, Texas, Post Malone has long understood the power of hybridity. Packed with references to Bud Light and AC/DC, his pop-rap hits over the past decade reflect the penetration of hip-hop aesthetics into blue-collar, white America. His part-belch, part-purr voice moves between singing and rapping, allowing him to switch sounds on a whim. His 2023 album, Austin, features him playing guitar on every song, and has an indie-rock edge. Now he's courting the country audience at a time when it seems especially profitable to do so. In addition to duetting with Wallen, he also worked this year with Taylor Swift--that Nashville veteran--and with Beyonce on her banjo-drenched Cowboy Carter.

Read: Black country is not a fad. It's a legacy.

Malone's trajectory suggests what differentiates the present convergence of country, rap, and rock from the most infamous "hick hop" tunes of the 2000s and 2010s. Back then, country-native artists such as Big & Rich and Jason Aldean seemed to be joking when they broke into rhyme; the rapper pose, bound up with stereotypes about criminality and toughness, was a metaphor for cowboy masculinity. By contrast, Malone and Wallen just seem to be drawing on their own lingua franca. These days, hip-hop's influence is clear in the speech and affectations of most young Americans, including white men. This helps explain why both Malone and Wallen have been caught in similar scandals: using the N-word when talking to their buddies.

As those offenses would suggest, country and rap's intermingling has hardly had a racially equalizing effect. Only one Black man, Shaboozey, has had recent success riding the same cultural currents as Wallen and Malone, and he blew up with major celebrity help. The 29-year-old Virginia musician has been rapping and singing over country instrumentation for six years, but many listeners first encountered Shaboozey's gravelly voice on two songs from Cowboy Carter (his rowdy verse is part of why the absolutely bonkers "Sweet Honey Buckin'" is the album's best song). Shortly after Cowboy Carter dropped, he released a single, "A Bar Song (Tipsy)," that became a near-immediate hit. It's currently No. 4 on the Hot 100 and looks likely to stay in rotation all summer.

Shaboozey's success may turn out to be bigger than just one song--his new album is strong--but even so, "A Bar Song" will remain an impressive calling card. It's the rare example of a hit that first seems like a novelty track but turns out to contain substance. With whistling and stomping production, it reworks the famous chorus of J-Kwon's 2004 hit, "Tipsy," transforming a bottle-service nightclub chant into something for a sawdusted saloon. Shaboozey sounds genuinely soulful, his voice deep and full of rasp, as he sings of struggling to afford not just "gasoline and groceries" but also a Birkin bag for his girl. It's a perfect country-rap shopping list--and, perhaps not coincidentally, a perfectly 2024 encapsulation of the American dream.



The truth is that hip-hop, country, and the very concept of genre are only part of the story of why men with guitars are back in fashion. Other hit singers that fit the mold--Teddy Swims, Hozier, Benson Boone, Zach Bryan--each have their own sound that has little or nothing to do with rap, and isn't very country either. But nevertheless, it seems as though one tide is helping pull all of them up the charts.

What fundamentally unites these guys is the controlled grittiness of their singing. Swims's "Lose Control" shows off a spectacular, Motown-inflected wail from a tattooed, rap-fluent artist who's beloved for his covers of songs from a variety of genres. Hozier's "Too Sweet" employs the same bluesy, haunted tone familiar from the alternative-ish singer's 2013 hit, "Take Me to Church." Boone, a TikTok star and an American Idol dropout, yowls with glam-rock theatricality on "Beautiful Things." Bryan, an alt-country legend in the making, bellows on his new hit, "Pink Skies," in a way that sounds like a cross between Bright Eyes and Bruce Springsteen. You hear authenticity in all of these voices, or at least the performance of it. You hear struggle, but not too much struggle.

The trend becomes more obvious when you consider what it doesn't include. It isn't just a function of country becoming cool again: Though that genre is doing well, its women haven't landed any singles as big as the guys'. Beyonce's Cowboy Carter certainly hasn't turned out to be much of a hit machine past "Texas Hold 'Em"--a song that got radio traction only amid heavy lobbying from fans. The male singers of the moment also cut a stark contrast with what's happening in female-led pop. Swift and the artists she's influenced make lyrics-first, sharply personable songs in which singing serves a storytelling purpose, encouraging close, obsessive listening. The men are doing the opposite: communicating big, broad feelings in big, broad ways.

All of these artists have cultivated passionate fan bases--but their music is clearly also doing well with passive listeners, the kind who are being fed music by radio programmers and/or streaming algorithms. Which makes sense: Every few years, the record industry seems to rediscover the latent public demand for tuneful male angst. As I wrote last summer, male country artists today and their rumbling alienation remind me a lot of alternative-rock bands of the early 2000s, such as Nickelback. But this wave has a wistful touch to its sound that recalls another boomlet of largely white, male, rock-ish pop: the early-2010s folk revival exemplified by Mumford & Sons.

Read: Was classic rock a sound, or a tribe?

Mostly, however, these guys make me think of classic rock. That term connotes virtuosity and importance--but really, it's a marketing catchall. So-called classic-rock radio stations tend to jumble up historical eras and subgenres, playing the likes of the Eagles and the Rolling Stones next to the likes of Nirvana and Green Day. In doing so, they offer a stream of stirring, respectable songs that sound neither obnoxiously cheerful nor dourly sad. That these offerings are overwhelmingly male speaks to the sexism that has shaped the rock canon--sexism that also leads many radio DJs to avoid programming female singers for fear of annoying a certain segment of their listeners.

Similar logic probably helps explain why we have this group of groaning guys who can be easily stirred into the streaming playlists of listeners whose tastes lean toward country, rock, or even hip-hop. That's not to say the artists themselves are pandering--each of them is pursuing his own artistic vision. They just so happen to be doing so in a way that suits the highest goal of modern entertainment: getting all sorts of people to not hit "Next."



*Lead image sources: Brett Carlsen / Getty; Jason Kempin / Getty; Frazer Harrison / Getty; Kevin Mazur / Getty; Frank Hoensch / Redferns / Getty.
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Israel's Wartime Government Just Collapsed. Does It Matter?

The political math favors Netanyahu, with or without Benny Gantz.

by Yair Rosenberg




On Sunday evening, Israel's government was hit with its biggest internal shock since October 7. Benny Gantz, a centrist opposition leader, announced his party's departure from the country's emergency war government. In a prime-time speech to the Israeli public, the former general rapped Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for putting his personal interest ahead of the national interest, saying that "fateful strategic decisions are met with hesitation and procrastination due to political considerations." Gantz's move made news around the world, as many observers asked if it heralded the beginning of the end of Netanyahu's rule. But there is less to this drama than the headlines suggest.

The reason for this is Israeli political math. At a glance, the numbers would seem to favor Gantz: The parties in Netanyahu's current coalition are unpopular; they did not receive a majority of the vote in Israel's November 2022 election, and only took power thanks to a quirk of the country's electoral system. Well before October 7, polls were finding that Gantz's party would receive the most votes if new elections were held, while Netanyahu's Likud party would lose much of its support. Since October 7, large majorities of Israelis have said they want early elections, and most surveys find that Gantz--a political pragmatist, Biden ally, and former chief of the Israel Defense Forces--leads Netanyahu as the preferred candidate for prime minister in those elections. Sixty-two percent of Israelis say they won't vote for any party that backs Netanyahu for leadership.

But Netanyahu doesn't have to worry about any of these numbers, because he has the only figure on his side that matters: 64. That's how many seats his coalition holds in Israel's 120-seat Parliament, and it's enough to prevent the body from calling early elections in the first place. The prime minister may not have the support of the Israeli public, but so long as he has a majority in the Knesset, barring any internal defections, no one can force him to face his rivals before the currently scheduled elections in 2026.

Gantz has run against Netanyahu in multiple bitterly contested elections, but he joined forces with him after October 7 in an attempt to provide consensus governance during Israel's war with Hamas and moderate the influence of far-right parties on the military effort. That alliance has been fraying for some time, however. Gantz warned last month that he would leave the government if Netanyahu did not present a credible plan for Palestinian governance in postwar Gaza. Israel's security establishment and Netanyahu's own defense minister, Yoav Gallant, expressed similar concerns. But Netanyahu dismissed Gantz's ultimatum without substantive response, and so on Sunday, Gantz made good on his threat and left the prime minister with his original hard-right coalition.

Yair Rosenberg: The Israeli government goes extreme right

In other words, Gantz's departure is less a governmental death blow than a return to the pre-October 7 status quo--except that much more is now at stake. Before the Hamas massacre, Netanyahu was largely at the mercy of his hard-right partners, without whom he could not remain in office. This dynamic led to a surge of extreme legislation that nearly tore Israel apart. Since October, Gantz and his party have mitigated the far right's influence, enabling Israel to broker its first hostage deal with Hamas in November, despite vocal opposition from the coalition's hard-liners. "Just like hundreds of thousands of patriotic Israelis after October 7, my colleagues and I mobilized as well," Gantz said in his speech yesterday, "even though we knew it was a bad government. We did it because we knew it was a bad government."

Gantz's influence has been felt in other ways. It's unlikely that Israel would have advanced the wide-ranging cease-fire and hostage-deal proposal recently touted by President Joe Biden absent persistent pressure from Gantz and his allies. In his departure speech, the centrist politician threw his full support behind that plan, leading The Washington Post to suggest that Gantz's move "increases the political pressure on Netanyahu to accept a Gaza cease-fire proposal that would bring home the hostages still held by Hamas." But the reality is the opposite: Gantz's retreat relieves the strongest internal impetus to strike the deal, ceding the field to the far-right parties that remain in the coalition. Ever since Biden made Netanyahu's proposal public, the Israeli prime minister has come under immense pressure from those parties to torpedo it. With Gantz no longer in the room, their influence will only grow. Netanyahu is now the moderate in his own coalition--which is largely a commentary on just how extreme it is.

What the far right wants is not a secret: to fight Hamas to the bitter end with no further hostage deals; to expel Gazans and resettle the Gaza Strip; to halt humanitarian assistance to the enclave; to collapse the Palestinian Authority, which governs the West Bank; and to invade Lebanon, from which the terrorist group Hezbollah has been bombarding Israel, causing the evacuation of some 60,000 Israelis from their homes. Itamar Ben-Gvir, the national-security minister whose close associates were recently targeted with U.S. sanctions for violence against Palestinians, wasted no time after Gantz's departure in demanding that he and other far-right politicians be added to Israel's war cabinet, and that Netanyahu end Israel's policy of providing fuel and humanitarian aid to Gaza. Meanwhile, Bezalel Smotrich, the finance minister who once called to "wipe out" a Palestinian village, accused Gantz of attempting to advance a Palestinian state and reiterated his demand for Israel to strike Lebanon.

With Gantz gone, the role of counterbalancing these voices will fall to three actors: Israel's supreme court, which regularly strikes down far-right overreach; the Biden administration, which has hit the far right with escalating sanctions; and Gallant, who has been Biden's ally on the inside for months, and who repeatedly rebuked Netanyahu's kowtowing to his hard-line partners.

Anshel Pfeffer: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

That troika will have one thing going for it: the preferences of the Israeli public. Most Israelis support the cease-fire and hostage deal promoted by President Biden. Most Israelis oppose resettling Gaza. Most Israelis want Netanyahu out of office. But with Gantz gone, those Israelis no longer have a voice in the current Israeli government. The coalition does still face some internal threats to its cohesion, and Gantz's departure will likely increase public pressure and protests to hold new elections. But in the short term, unless Hamas accepts the cease-fire deal on the table and forces Netanyahu to choose between his coalition and the remaining Israeli hostages, the numbers still add up to continued Netanyahu rule.
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Let's Talk About Trump's Gibberish

What the former president's shark tirade says about American politics and media

by Tom Nichols




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


Perhaps the greatest trick Donald Trump ever pulled was convincing millions of people--and the American media--to treat his lapses into fantasies and gibberish as a normal, meaningful form of oratory. But Trump is not a normal person, and his speeches are not normal political events.

For too long, Trump has gotten away with pretending that his emotional issues are just part of some offbeat New York charm or an expression of his enthusiasm for public performance. But Trump is obviously unfit--and something is profoundly wrong with a political environment in which he can now say almost anything, no matter how weird, and his comments will get a couple of days of coverage and then a shrug, as if to say: Another day, another Trump rant about sharks.

Wait, what?

Yes, sharks. In Las Vegas on Sunday, Trump went off-script--I have to assume that no competent speechwriter would have drafted this--and riffed on the important question of how to electrocute a shark while one attacks. He had been talking, he claims, to someone about electric boats: "I say, 'What would happen if the boat sank from its weight and you're in the boat, and you have this tremendously powerful battery, and the battery's now underwater, and there's a shark that's approximately 10 yards over there?'"

Read: Trump rants about sharks and everyone just pretends it's normal

As usual, Trump noted how much he impressed his interlocutor with his very smart hypothetical: "And he said, 'Nobody ever asks this question,' and it must be because of MIT, my relationship to MIT. Very smart." (MIT? Trump's uncle taught there and retired over a half century ago, when Trump was in his 20s, and died in 1985. Trump often implies that his uncle passed on MIT's brainpower by genetic osmosis or something.)

This ramble went on for a bit longer, until Trump made it clear that given his choice, he'd rather be zapped instead of eaten: "But you know what I'd do if there was a shark or you get electrocuted? I'll take electrocution every single time. I'm not getting near the shark. So we're going to end that, we're going to end it for boats, we're going to end it for trucks."

Hopefully, this puts to rest any pressing questions among Americans about the presumptive Republican nominee's feelings on electric vehicles and their relationship to at least two gruesome ways to die.

Sure, it seems funny--Haha! Uncle Don is telling that crazy shark story again!--until we remember that this man wants to return to a position where he would hold America's secrets, be responsible for the execution of our laws, and preside as the commander in chief of the most powerful military in the world. A moment that seems like oddball humor should, in fact, terrify any American voter, because this behavior in anyone else would be an instant disqualification for any political office, let alone the presidency. (Actually, a delusional, rambling felon known to have owned weapons would likely fail a security check for even a visit to the Oval Office.)

Nor was the Vegas monologue the first time: Trump for years has fallen off one verbal cliff after another, with barely a ripple in the national consciousness. I am not a psychiatrist, and I am not diagnosing Trump with anything. I am, however, a man who has lived on this Earth for more than 60 years, and I know someone who has serious emotional problems when I see them played out in front of me, over and over. The 45th president is a disturbed person. He cannot be trusted with any position of responsibility--and especially not with a nuclear arsenal of more than 1,500 weapons. One wrong move could lead to global incineration.

Why hasn't there been more sustained and serious attention paid to Trump's emotional state?

First, Trump's target audience is used to him. Watch the silence that descends over the crowds at such moments; when Trump wanders off into the recesses of his own mind, they chit-chat or check their phones or look around, waiting for him to come back and offer them an applause line. For them, it's all just part of the show.

George T. Conway III: Unfit for office

Second, Trump's staff tries to put just enough policy fiber into Trump's nutty verbal souffles that they can always sell a talking point later, as if his off-ramps from reality are merely tiny bumps in otherwise sensible speeches. Trump himself occasionally seems surprised when these policy nuggets pop up in a speech; when reading the teleprompter, he sometimes adds comments such as "so true, so true," perhaps because he's encountering someone else's words for the first time and agreeing with them. Thus, they will later claim that questions about sharks or long-dead uncles are just bad-faith distractions from substance. (These are the same Republicans who claim that every verbal stumble from Joe Biden indicates full-blown dementia.)

Third, and perhaps most concerning in terms of public discussion, many people in the media have fallen under the spell of the Jedi hand-waves from Trump and his people that none of this is as disturbing and weird as it sounds. The refs have been worked: A significant segment of the media--and even the Democratic Party--has bought into a Republican narrative that asking whether Trump is mentally unstable is somehow biased and elitist, the kind of thing that could only occur to Beltway mandarins who don't understand how the candidate talks to normal people.

Such objections are mendacious nonsense and represent a massive double standard. As Eugene Robinson of The Washington Post wrote today: "It is irresponsible to obsess over President Biden's tendency to mangle a couple of words in a speech while Donald Trump is out there sounding detached from reality." Biden's mush-mouthed moments fall well within the range of normal gaffes. Had he or any other American politician said anything even remotely like one of Trump's bizarre digressions, we'd be flooded with front-page stories about it. Pundits would be solemnly calling for a Much Needed National Conversation about the Twenty-Fifth Amendment.

It is long past time for anyone who isn't in the Trump base to admit, and to keep talking about, something that has been obvious for years: Donald Trump is unstable. Some of these problems were evident when he first ran, and we now know from revelations by many of his former staff that his problems processing information and staying tethered to reality are not part of some hammy act.

Worse, the people who once managed Trump's cognitive and emotional issues are gone, never to return. A second Trump White House will be staffed with the bottom of the barrel--the opportunists and hangers-on willing to work for a reprehensible man. His Oval Office will be empty of responsible and experienced public servants if the day comes when someone has to explain to him why war might be about to erupt on the Korean peninsula or why the Russian or Chinese nuclear forces have gone on alert, and he starts talking about frying sharks with boat batteries.

The 45th president is deeply unwell. It is long past time for Americans, including those in public life, to recognize his inability to serve as the 47th.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/06/trump-sharks-las-vegas-rally-speech/678667/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Will Become of American Civilization?

Conspiracism and hyper-partisanship in the nation's fastest-growing city

by George Packer




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


No one knows why the Hohokam Indians vanished. They had carved hundreds of miles of canals in the Sonoran Desert with stone tools and channeled the waters of the Salt and Gila Rivers to irrigate their crops for a thousand years until, in the middle of the 15th century, because of social conflict or climate change--drought, floods--their technology became obsolete, their civilization collapsed, and the Hohokam scattered. Four hundred years later, when white settlers reached the territory of southern Arizona, they found the ruins of abandoned canals, cleared them out with shovels, and built crude weirs of trees and rocks across the Salt River to push water back into the desert. Aware of a lost civilization in the Valley, they named the new settlement Phoenix.

It grew around water. In 1911, Theodore Roosevelt stood on the steps of the Tempe Normal School, which, half a century later, would become Arizona State University, and declared that the soaring dam just completed in the Superstition Mountains upstream, established during his presidency and named after him, would provide enough water to allow 100,000 people to live in the Valley. There are now 5 million.

The Valley is one of the fastest-growing regions in America, where a developer decided to put a city of the future on a piece of virgin desert miles from anything. At night, from the air, the Phoenix metroplex looks like a glittering alien craft that has landed where the Earth is flat and wide enough to host it. The street grids and subdivisions spreading across retired farmland end only when they're stopped by the borders of a tribal reservation or the dark folds of mountains, some of them surrounded on all sides by sprawl.

Phoenix makes you keenly aware of human artifice--its ingenuity and its fragility. The American lust for new things and new ideas, good and bad ones, is most palpable here in the West, but the dynamo that generates all the microchip factories and battery plants and downtown high-rises and master-planned suburbs runs so high that it suggests its own oblivion. New Yorkers and Chicagoans don't wonder how long their cities will go on existing, but in Phoenix in August, when the heat has broken 110 degrees for a month straight, the desert golf courses and urban freeways give this civilization an air of impermanence, like a mirage composed of sheer hubris, and a surprising number of inhabitants begin to brood on its disappearance.

Growth keeps coming at a furious pace, despite decades of drought, and despite political extremism that makes every election a crisis threatening violence. Democracy is also a fragile artifice. It depends less on tradition and law than on the shifting contents of individual skulls--belief, virtue, restraint. Its durability under natural and human stress is being put to an intense test in the Valley. And because a vision of vanishing now haunts the whole country, Phoenix is a guide to our future.

1. The Conscience of Rusty Bowers

Among the white settlers who rebuilt the Hohokam canals were the Mormon ancestors of Rusty Bowers. In the 1890s, they settled in the town of Mesa, east of Phoenix and a few miles downstream from where the Verde River joins the Salt. In 1929, when Bowers's mother was a little girl, she was taken to hear the Church president, believed to be a prophet. For the rest of her life, she would recall one thing he told the assembly: "I foresee the day when there will be lines of people leaving this valley because there is no water."

The Valley's several thousand square miles stretch from Mesa in the east to Buckeye in the west. Bowers lives on a hill at Mesa's edge, about as far east as you can go before the Valley ends, in a pueblo-style house where he and his wife raised seven children. He is lean, with pale-blue eyes and a bald sunspotted head whose pinkish creases and scars in the copper light of a desert sunset give him the look of a figure carved from the sandstone around him. So his voice comes as a surprise--playful cadences edged with a husky sadness. He trained to be a painter, but instead he became one of the most powerful men in Arizona, a 17-year state legislator who rose to speaker of the House in 2019. The East Valley is conservative and so is Bowers, though he calls himself a "pinto"--a spotted horse--meaning capable of variations. When far-right House members demanded a 30 percent across-the-board budget cut, he made a deal with Democrats to cut far less, and found the experience one of the most liberating of his life. He believes that environmentalists worship Creation instead of its Creator, but he drives a Prius as well as a pickup.

In the late 2010s, the Arizona Republican Party began to worry Bowers with its growing radicalism: State meetings became vicious free-for-alls; extremists unseated mainstream conservatives. Still, he remained a member in good standing--appearing at events with Donald Trump during the president's reelection campaign, handing out Trump flyers door-to-door--until the morning of Sunday, November 22, 2020.


Rusty Bowers, the former Republican speaker of the Arizona House of Representatives, was besieged by MAGA supporters enraged by his refusal to endorse a pro-Trump slate of electors in the 2020 election. Photographed at the Granite Reef Diversion Dam, in Mesa, Arizona, February 7, 2024. (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



Bowers and his wife had just arrived home from church when the Prius's Bluetooth screen flashed WHITE HOUSE. Rudy Giuliani was calling, and soon afterward the freshly defeated president came on the line. As Bowers later recalled, there was the usual verbal backslapping, Trump telling him what a great guy he was and Bowers thanking Trump for helping with his own reelection. Then Giuliani got to the point. The election in Arizona had been riddled with fraud: piles of military ballots stolen and illegally cast, hundreds of thousands of illegal aliens and dead people voting, gross irregularities at the counting centers. Bowers had been fielding these stories from Republican colleagues and constituents and found nothing credible in them.

"Do you have proof of that?" Bowers asked.

"Yeah," Giuliani replied.

"Do you have names?"

"Oh yeah."

"I need proof, names, how they voted, and I need it on my desk."

"Rudy," Trump broke in, "give the man what he wants."

Bowers sensed some further purpose to the call. "To what end? What's the ask here?"

"Rudy, what's the ask?" Trump echoed, as if he didn't know.

America's ex-mayor needed Bowers to convene a committee to investigate the evidence of fraud. Then, according to an "arcane" state law that had been brought to Giuliani's attention by someone high up in Arizona Republican circles, the legislature could replace the state's Biden electors with a pro-Trump slate.

The car was idling on the dirt driveway by a four-armed saguaro cactus. "That's a new one," Bowers said. "I've never heard that one before. You need to tell me more about that."

Giuliani admitted that he personally wasn't an expert on Arizona law, but he'd been told about a legal theory, which turned out to have come from a paper written by a 63-year-old state representative and avid Trump partisan named Mark Finchem, who was studying for a late-in-life master's degree at the University of Arizona.

"We're asking you to consider this," Trump told Bowers.

"Mr. President ..."

Bowers prayed a lot, about things large and small. But prayer doesn't deliver instant answers. So that left conscience, which everyone is blessed with but some do their best to kill. An immense number of Trump-era Republican officeholders had killed theirs in moments like this one. Bowers, who considered the Constitution divinely inspired, felt his conscience rising up into his throat: Don't do it. You've got to tell him you won't do it.

"I swore an oath to the Constitution," Bowers said.

"Well, you know," Giuliani said, "we're all Republicans, and we need to be working together."

"Mr. President," Bowers said, "I campaigned for you. I voted for you. The policies you put in did a lot of good. But I will do nothing illegal for you."

"We're asking you to consider this," Trump again told Bowers.

At the end of November, Trump's legal team flew to Phoenix and met with Republican legislators. Bowers asked Giuliani for proof of voter fraud. "We don't have the evidence," Giuliani said, "but we have a lot of theories." The evidence never materialized, so the state party pushed the theories, colleagues in the legislature attacked Bowers on Twitter, and a crowd swarmed the capitol in December to denounce him. One of the most vocal protesters was a young Phoenix man a month away from world fame as the QAnon Shaman.

On December 4, Bowers wrote in his diary:

It is painful to have friends who have been such a help to me turn on me with such rancor. I may, in the eyes of men, not hold correct opinions or act according to their vision or convictions, but I do not take this current situation in a light manner, a fearful manner, or a vengeful manner. I do not want to be a winner by cheating ... How else will I ever approach Him in the wilderness of life, knowing that I ask this guidance only to show myself a coward in defending the course He led me to take?

Caravans of trucks climbed the road to Bowers's house with pro-Trump flags and video panels and loudspeakers blasting to his neighbors that he was corrupt, a traitor, a pervert, a pedophile. His daughter Kacey, who had struggled with alcoholism, was now dying, and the mob outside the house upset her. At one point, Bowers went out to face them and encountered a man in a Three Percenter T-shirt, with a semiautomatic pistol on his hip, screaming abuse. Bowers walked up close enough to grab the gun if the Three Percenter drew. "I see you brought your little pop gun," he said. "You gonna shoot me? Yell all you want--don't touch that gun." He knew that it would take only one would-be patriot under the influence of hateful rhetoric to kill him. He would later tell the January 6 congressional committee: "The country is at a very delicate part where this veneer of civilization is thinner than my fingers pressed together."

Emails poured in. On December 7, someone calling themselves hunnygun wrote:

FUCK YOU, YOUR RINO COCKSUCKING PIECE OF SHIT. STOP BEING SUCH A PUSSY AND GET BACK IN THERE. DECERTIFY THIS ELECTION OR, NOT ONLY WILL YOU NOT HAVE A FUTURE IN ARIZONA, I WILL PERSONALLY SEE TO IT THAT NO MEMBER OF YOUR FAMILY SEES A PEACEFUL DAY EVER AGAIN. 

Three days before Christmas, Bowers was sitting on his patio when Trump called again--this time without his attorney, and with a strange message that might have been an attempt at self-exculpation. "I remember what you told me the last time we spoke," Trump said. Bowers took this as a reference to his refusal to do anything illegal, which he repeated. "I get it," Trump said. "I don't want you to." He thanked Bowers for his support during the campaign. "I hope your family has a merry Christmas."

Kacey Bowers died at age 42 on January 28, 2021. COVID rules kept the family from her hospital bedside until her final hours. Bowers, a lay priest in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, gave his daughter a blessing, and at the very end, the family sang a hymn by John Henry Newman:

Lead, kindly Light, amid th'encircling gloom,
 Lead thou me on!
 The night is dark, and I am far from home,
 Lead thou me on!

The gloom thickened. Bowers's enemies launched an effort to recall him, with foot soldiers provided by the Trump youth organization Turning Point USA, which is headquartered in Phoenix. The recall failed, but it was an ill omen. That summer, a wildfire in the mountains destroyed the Bowers ranch, taking his library, his papers, and many of his paintings. In 2022, after Bowers testified before the January 6 committee in Washington, D.C., the state party censured him and another stream of abuse came to his doorstep. Term-limited in the House, he ran for a Senate seat just to let the party know that it couldn't bully him out. He was demolished by a conspiracist with Trump's backing. Bowers's political career was over.

"What do you do?" Bowers said. "You stand up. That's all you can do. You have to get back up. When we lost the place and saw the house was still burning and now there's nothing there, gone, and to have 23-plus years of a fun place with the family to be gone--it's hard. Is it the hardest? No. Not even close. I keep on my phone (I won't play it for you) my last phone call from my daughter--how scared she was, a port came out of her neck, they were transporting her, she was bleeding all over, and she says: 'Dad, please, help me, please!' Compared to a phone call from the president, compared to your house burning down? So what? What do you do, Dad? Those are hard things. But they come at us all. They're coming at us as a country ... What do we do? You get up."

Bowers went back to painting. He took a job with a Canadian water company called EPCOR. Water had obsessed him all his life--he did not want the prophet's vision to come to pass on his watch. One bright day last October, we stood on the Granite Reef Diversion Dam a few miles from his house, where the two main water systems that nourish the Valley meet at the foot of Red Mountain, sacred to the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indians, whose reservation stood just across the dry bed of the river. Below the dam's headgate three-foot carp thrashed in the turbulent water of the South Canal, and wild horses waded in the shallows upstream.

"What's the politics of water here?" I asked.

Bowers laughed, incredulous. "Oh my gosh, that question. It's everywhere. You've heard the dictum."

I had heard the dictum from everyone in the Valley who thought about the subject. "Whiskey's for drinking--"

"Water's for fighting," Bowers finished, and then he amended it: "Water's for killing."

2. The Heat Zone 

Summer in the Valley for most of its inhabitants is like winter in Minnesota--or winter in Minnesota 20 years ago. People stay inside as much as possible and move only if absolutely necessary among the artificial sanctuaries of home, car, and work. Young professionals in the arts district emerge after dark to walk their dogs. When the sun is high, all human presence practically disappears from the streets, and you notice how few trees there are in Phoenix.

Frank Lloyd Wright disliked air-conditioning. During a visit to Taliesin West, the home and studio he built from desert stone in the 1930s on a hillside north of Phoenix, I read in his book The Natural House :

To me air conditioning is a dangerous circumstance. The extreme changes in temperature that tear down a building also tear down the human body ... If you carry these contrasts too far too often, when you are cooled the heat becomes more unendurable; it becomes hotter and hotter outside as you get cooler and cooler inside.

The observation gets at the unnaturalness of the Valley, because its civilization is unthinkable without air-conditioning. But the massive amount of energy required to keep millions of people alive in traffic jams is simultaneously burning them up, because air-conditioning accounts for 4 percent of the world's greenhouse-gas emissions, twice that of all aviation.

Even touching the pavement is dangerous. A woman waiting in line outside a food pantry showed me a large patch of pink skin on her calf--the scar of a second-degree burn from a fall she'd taken during high heat.

One morning last August, goaded by Wright and tired of air-conditioned driving, I decided to walk the mile from my hotel to an interview at the Maricopa County Recorder's Office. Construction workers were sweating and hydrating on the site of a new high-rise. A few thin figures slouched on benches by the Valley Metro tracks. At a bus shelter, a woman lay on the sidewalk in some profound oblivion. After four blocks my skin was prickling and I thought about turning back for my rental car, but I couldn't face suffocating at the wheel while I waited for the air to cool. By the time I reached the Recorder's Office, I was having trouble thinking, as if I'd moved significantly closer to the sun.

Last summer--when the temperature reached at least 110 degrees on 55 days (above 110, people said, it all feels the same), and the midsummer monsoon rains never came, and Phoenix found itself an object of global horror--heat officially helped kill 644 people in Maricopa County. They were the elderly, the sick, the mentally ill, the isolated, the homeless, the addicted (methamphetamines cause dehydration and fentanyl impairs thought), and those too poor to own or fix or pay for air-conditioning, without which a dwelling can become unlivable within an hour. Even touching the pavement is dangerous. A woman named Annette Vasquez, waiting in line outside the NourishPHX food pantry, lifted her pant leg to show me a large patch of pink skin on her calf--the scar of a second-degree burn from a fall she'd taken during a heart attack in high heat after seven years on the streets.

Read: The problem with 'Why do people live in Phoenix?'

It was 115 on the day I met Dr. Aneesh Narang at the emergency department of Banner-University Medical Center. He had already lost four or five patients to heatstroke over the summer and just treated one who was brought in with a body temperature of 106 degrees, struggling to breathe and unable to sweat. "Patients coming in at 108, 109 degrees--they've been in the heat for hours, they're pretty much dead," Narang said. "We try to cool them down as fast as we can." The method is to strip off their clothes and immerse them in ice and tap water inside a disposable cadaver bag to get their temperature down to 100 degrees within 15 or 20 minutes. But even those who survive heatstroke risk organ failure and years of neurological problems.

Recently, a hyperthermic man had arrived at Narang's emergency department lucid enough to speak. He had become homeless not long before and was having a hard time surviving in the heat--shelters weren't open during the day, and he didn't know how to find the city's designated cooling centers. "I can't keep up with this," he told the doctor. "I can't get enough water. I'm tired."


Left: A homeless man seeks shade in downtown Phoenix. Right: Doing drugs on North First Street. (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



Saving a homeless patient only to send him back out into the heat did not feel like a victory to Narang. "It's a Band-Aid on a leaking dam," he said. "We haven't solved a deep-rooted issue here. We're sending them back to an environment that got them here--that's the sad part. The only change that helps that situation is ending homelessness. It's a problem in a city that'll get hotter and hotter every year. I'm not sure what it'll look like in 2050."

The mayor of Phoenix, Kate Gallego, has a degree in environmental science and has worked on water policy in the region. "We are trying to very much focus on becoming a more sustainable community," she told me in her office at city hall. Her efforts include the appointment of one of the country's first heat czars; zoning and tax policies to encourage housing built up rather than out (downtown Phoenix is a forest of cranes); a multibillion-dollar investment in wastewater recycling; solar-powered shipping containers used as cooling centers and temporary housing on city lots; and a shade campaign of trees, canopies, and public art on heavily walked streets.

But the homeless population of metro Phoenix has nearly doubled in the past six years amid a housing shortage, soaring rents, and NIMBYism; multifamily affordable housing remain dirty words in most Valley neighborhoods. Nor is there much a mayor can do about the rising heat. A scientific study published in May 2023 projected that a blackout during a five-day heat wave would kill nearly 1 percent of Phoenix's population--about 13,000 people--and send 800,000 to emergency rooms.

Near the airport, on the treeless streets south of Jefferson and north of Grant, there was a no-man's-land around the lonely tracks of the Union Pacific Railroad, with scrap metal and lumber yards, stacks of pallets, a food pantry, abandoned wheelchairs, tombstones scattered across a dirt cemetery, and the tents and tarps and belongings and trash of the homeless. I began to think of this area, in the dead center of the Valley, as the heat zone. It felt hotter than anywhere else, not just because of the pavement and lack of shade, but because this was where people who couldn't escape the furnace came. Most were Latino or Black, many were past middle age, and they came to be near a gated 13-acre compound that offered meals, medical and dental care, information about housing, a postal address, and 900 beds for single adults.

Last summer, the homeless encampment outside the compound stretched for several desolate blocks--the kind of improvised shantytown I've seen in Manila and Lagos but not in the United States, and not when the temperature was 111 degrees. One day in August, with every bed inside the compound taken, 563 people in varying states of consciousness were living outside. I couldn't understand what kept them from dying.

Read: When will the Southwest become unlivable?

Mary Gilbert Todd, in her early 60s, from Charleston, South Carolina, had a cot inside Respiro, a large pavilion where men slept on one side, women on the other. Before that she'd spent four years on the streets of Phoenix. Her face was sunburned, her upper teeth were missing, and she used a walker, but her eyes gleamed bright blue with energy.

"If you put a wet shirt on and wet your hair, it's gonna be cool," she told me cheerfully, poking with a fork at a cup of ramen. "In the daytime, you don't wanna walk. It's better, when you're homeless, to find a nice, shady tree and build yourself a black tent that you can sleep in where there's some breeze. The black, it may absorb more heat on the outside, but it's going to provide more shade. Here you got the dry heat. You want to have an opening so wind can go through--something that the police aren't going to notice too much. Because if you're in a regular tent, they're gonna come bust you, and if you're sitting out in the open, they're gonna come mess with you." She said that she'd been busted for "urban camping" 600 times.

My guide around the compound was Amy Schwabenlender, who directs it with the wry, low-key indignation of a woman working every day in the trenches of a crisis that the country appears readier to complain about than solve. "It's America--we don't have to have homelessness," she said. "We allow homelessness to happen. We--the big we." The neighbors--a casket maker, an electric-parts supplier, the owners of a few decaying houses--blamed Schwabenlender for bringing the problem to their streets, as if she were the root cause of homelessness. In the face of a lawsuit, the city was clearing the encampment.

Schwabenlender had come to the Valley to get away from depressing Wisconsin winters. After her first night in a motel in Tempe, she went out to her car and found the window heat-glued to the door by its rubber seal. "What did I just do to myself?" she wondered. Now she lives in North Phoenix in a house with a yard and a pool, but she has seen enough misery to be a growth dissident.

"I don't know why people want to live here," she said, smiling faintly, her pallor set off by thick black hair. "We can't have enough housing infrastructure for everyone who wants to live here. So why are we celebrating and encouraging more business? Why are we giving large corporations tax breaks to move here? How can we encourage people to come here when we don't have enough housing for the people who are here, and we don't have enough water? It doesn't add up to me."

While we were talking, a woman with a gray crew cut who was missing her left leg below the thigh rolled up to Schwabenlender in a wheelchair. She had just been released after a long prison term and had heard something that made her think she'd get a housing voucher by the end of the month.

Schwabenlender gave an experienced sigh. "There's a waitlist of 4,000," she told the woman.

On my way out of Respiro, I chatted with a staff member named Tanish Bates. I mentioned the woman I'd seen lying on the sidewalk by the bus shelter in the heat of the day--she had seemed beyond anyone's reach. "Why didn't you talk to her?" Bates asked. "For me, it's a natural instinct--I'm going to try. You ask them, 'What's going on? What do you need? Do you need water? Should I call the fire department?' Nothing beats failure but a try." She gave me an encouraging pat. "Next time, ask yourself what you would want."

Utterly shamed, I walked out into the heat zone. By the compound's gate, a security guard stood gazing at the sky. A few lonely raindrops had begun to fall. "I been praying for rain," she said. "I am so tired of looking at the sun." People were lining up to spend an hour or two in a city cooling bus parked at the curb. Farther down Madison Street, the tents ended and street signs announced: THIS AREA IS CLOSED TO CAMPING TO ABATE A PUBLIC NUISANCE.

Every time I returned to Phoenix, I found fewer tents around the compound. The city was clearing the encampment block by block. In December, only a few stragglers remained outside the gate--the hardest cases, fading out on fentanyl or alert enough to get into fights. "They keep coming back," said a skinny, shirtless young man named Brandon Bisson. "They're like wild animals. They'll keep coming back to where the food and resources are." Homeless for a year, he was watering a pair of healthy red bougainvillea vines in front of a rotting house where he'd been given a room with his dog in exchange for labor. Bisson wanted a job working with animals.

"There's no news story anymore," Schwabenlender said as she greeted me in her office. The city had opened a campground where 15th Avenue met the railroad tracks, with shipping containers and tents behind screened fencing, and 41 people were now staying there. Others had been placed in hotels. But it was hard to keep tabs on where they ended up, and some people were still out on the street, in parks, in cars, under highway overpasses. "How do we keep the sense of urgency?" Schwabenlender murmured in her quizzical way, almost as if she were speaking to herself. "We didn't end homelessness." The housing waitlist for Maricopa County stood at 7,503. The heat was over for now.

3. Democracy and Water

Civilization in the Valley depends on solving the problem of water, but because this has to be done collectively, solving the problem of water depends on solving the problem of democracy. My visits left me with reasons to believe that human ingenuity is equal to the first task: dams, canals, wastewater recycling, underground storage, desalination, artificial intelligence. But I found at least as many reasons to doubt that we are equal to the second.

It's easy to believe that the Valley could double its population when you're flying in a helicopter over the dams of the Salt River Project, the public utility whose lakes hold more than 2 million acre-feet--650 trillion gallons--of water; and when Mayor Gallego is describing Phoenix's multibillion-dollar plan to recycle huge quantities of wastewater; and when Stephen Roe Lewis, the leader of the Gila River Indian Community, is walking through a recharged wetland that not long ago had been barren desert, pointing out the indigenous willows and cattails whose fibers are woven into traditional bracelets like the one around his wrist.


Left: The Bartlett Dam, on the Verde River, is part of the Salt River Project, which manages water allocation in the Valley. Right: Farmland north of Phoenix irrigated by water from Salt River Project dams. (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



But when you see that nothing is left of the mighty Colorado River as it approaches the Mexican border but dirt and scrub; and when you drive by a road sign south of the Valley that says EARTH FISSURES POSSIBLE because the water table is dropping four feet a year; and when sprinklers are watering someone's lawn in Scottsdale in the rain--then the prophet's vision feels a little closer.

American sprawl across the land of the disappeared Hohokam looks flimsy and flat and monotonous amid the desert's sublime Cretaceous humps. But sprawl is also the sight of ordinary people reaching for freedom in 2,000 square feet on a quarter acre. Growth is an orthodox faith in the Valley, as if the only alternative is slow death.

Once, I was driving through the desert of far-northern Phoenix with Dave Roberts, the retired head of water policy for the Salt River Project. The highway passed a concrete fortress rising in the distance, a giant construction site with a dozen cranes grasping the sky. The Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company's three plants would employ 6,000 people; they would also consume billions of gallons of Phoenix's water every year. Roberts filled in the empty space around the site: "All this desert land will be apartments, homes, golf courses, and who knows what--Costcos. There's going to be malls out here. Gobs of people." As long as people in places like Louisiana and Mississippi wanted to seek a better life in the Valley, who was he to tell them to stay away? A better life was the whole point of growth.

I asked Roberts, an intensely practical man, if he ever experienced apocalyptic visions of a dried-up Valley vanishing.

"We have three things that the Hohokam didn't," he said--pumping, storage (behind dams and underground), and recycling. When I mentioned this to Rusty Bowers, I couldn't remember the third thing, and he interjected: "Prayer." I offered that the Hohokam had probably been praying for water too. "I bet they were," Bowers said. "And the Lord says, 'Okay. I could go Bing! But that's not how I work. Go out there and work, and we'll figure this thing out together.' "

This famously libertarian place has a history of collective action on water. Thanks to the bipartisan efforts of the 20th century--the federal dams built in the early 1900s; the 330-mile canal that brought Colorado River water to the Valley in the late 20th century; a 1980 law regulating development in Arizona's metro regions so they'd conserve groundwater, which cannot be replaced--Phoenix has a lot of water. But two things have happened in this century: a once-in-a-millennium drought set in, and the political will to act collectively dried up. "The legislature has become more and more partisan," Kathleen Ferris, an architect of the 1980 law, told me. "And there's a whole lot of denial."

At some point, the civilization here stopped figuring this thing out together. The 1980 groundwater law, which required builders in regulated metro areas like the Valley to ensure a 100-year supply, left groundwater unregulated in small developments and across rural Arizona. In the mid-1990s, the legislature cut loopholes into the 100-year requirement. The God-given right to pursue happiness and wealth pushed housing farther out into the desert, beyond the reach of the Valley's municipal water systems, onto groundwater. In the unregulated rural hinterland, megafarms of out-of-state and foreign agribusinesses began to pump enormous quantities of groundwater. The water table around the state was sinking, and the Colorado River was drying up.

Ferris imagined a grim future. Without new regulation, she said, "we will have land subsidence, roads cracking, destroying infrastructure, and in some cases people's taps going dry." The crisis wouldn't hit the water-rich Phoenix metroplex first. "It's going to be on the fringes, and all the people who allowed themselves to grow there are going to be really unhappy when they find out there's no water."

Most people in the Valley come from somewhere else, and John Hornewer came from Chicago. One summer in the early 1990s, when he was about 25, he went for a hike in the Hellsgate Wilderness, 75 miles northeast of Phoenix, and got lost. He ran out of water and couldn't find a stream. When he grew too weak to carry his backpack, he abandoned it. His eyes began to throb; every muscle hurt; even breathing hurt. He sank to his knees, his face hit the ground, and as the flies buzzed around he thought: Just stop my heart. He was saved by campers, who found him and drove him the 20 miles he'd wandered from his car.

Almost dying from dehydration changed Hornewer's life. "I take water very seriously," he told me. "I'm passionate about water."

In the late '90s, Hornewer and his wife bought two and a half acres several miles up a dirt road in Rio Verde Foothills, a small community on the northeastern edge of the Valley. To the southwest, the city of Scottsdale ends and unincorporated Maricopa County starts where the golf courses give way to mesquite and the paved roads turn to dirt. Over the years, the desert around the Hornewers was filled in by people who wanted space and quiet and couldn't afford Scottsdale.

Seeing a need, Hornewer started a business hauling potable water, filling his 6,000-gallon trucks with metered water at a Scottsdale standpipe and selling it to people in Rio Verde with dry wells or none at all. What kept Rio Verde cheaper than Scottsdale was the lack of an assured water supply. Wildcat builders, exploiting a gap in the 1980 law, didn't tell buyers there wasn't one, or the buyers didn't ask. Meanwhile, the water table under Rio Verde was dropping. One of Hornewer's neighbors hit water at 450 feet; another neighbor 150 feet away spent $60,000 on a 1,000-foot well that came up dry.

Hornewer wears his gray hair shoulder-length and has the face of a man trying to keep his inherent good nature from reaching its limit. In the past few years, he began to warn his Rio Verde customers that Scottsdale's water would not always be there for them, because it came to Scottsdale by canal from the diminishing Colorado River. "We got rain a couple of weeks ago--everything's good!" his customers would say, not wanting to admit that climate change was causing a drought. He urged the community to form a water district--a local government entity that would allow Rio Verde to bring in water from a basin west of the Valley. The idea was killed by a county supervisor who had done legal work for a giant Saudi farm that grew alfalfa on leased state land, and who pushed for EPCOR, the private Canadian utility, to service Rio Verde. The county kept issuing building permits, and the wildcatters kept putting up houses where there was no water. When the mayor of Scottsdale announced that, as of January 1, 2023, his city would stop selling its water to Rio Verde, Hornewer wasn't surprised.

Suddenly, he had to drive five hours round trip to fill his trucks in Apache Junction, 50 miles away. The price of hauled water went from four cents a gallon to 11--the most expensive water anywhere in the country. Rio Verde fell into an uproar. The haves with wet wells were pitted against the have-nots with hauled water. Residents tried to sell and get out; town meetings became shouting matches with physical threats; Nextdoor turned septic. As soon as water was scarce, disinformation flowed.


The Taiwan Semiconductor construction site in northern Phoenix. Its three plants will employ 6,000 people--and consume billions of gallons of the city's water every year. (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



In the middle of it all, Hornewer tried to explain to his customers why his prices had basically tripled. Some of them accused him of trying to get their wells capped and enrich his business. He became so discouraged that he thought of getting out of hauling water.

"I don't have to argue with people anymore about whether we're in a drought--they got that figured out," he told me. "It would be nice if people could think ahead that they're going to get hit on the head with a brick before it hits you on the head. After what I saw, I think the wars have just begun, to be honest with you. You'd think water would be unifying, but it's not. Whiskey is for drinking; water is for fighting."

One of Hornewer's customers is a retiree from Buffalo named Rosemary Carroll, who moved to Rio Verde in 2020 to rescue donkeys. The animals arrived abused and broken at the small ranch where she lived by herself, and she calmed them by reading to them, getting them used to the sound of her voice, then nursed them back to health until she could find them a good home. Unfairly maligned as dumb beasts of burden, donkeys are thoughtful, affectionate animals--Carroll called them "equine dogs."

After Scottsdale cut off Rio Verde on the first day of 2023, she repaired her defunct well, but she and her two dozen donkeys still relied on Hornewer's hauled water. To keep her use down in the brutal heat, she took one quick shower a week, bought more clothes at Goodwill rather than wash clothes she owned, left barrels under her scuppers to catch any rainwater, and put double-lock valves, timers, and alarms on her hoses. Seeing water dripping out of a hose into the dirt filled her with despair. In the mornings, she rode around the ranch with a pail of water in a wagon pulled by a donkey and refilled the dishes she'd left out for rabbits and quail. Carroll tried to avoid the ugly politics of Rio Verde's water. She just wanted to keep her donkeys alive, though an aged one died from heat.

And all summer long, she heard the sound of hammering. "The people keep coming, the buildings keep coming, and there's no long-term solution," Carroll told me, taking a break in the shade of her toolshed.

Sometimes on very hot days when she was shoveling donkey manure, Carroll gazed out over her ranch and her neighbors' rooftops toward the soft brown hills and imagined some future civilization coming upon this place, finding the remains of stucco walls, puzzling over the metal fragments of solar panels, wondering what happened to the people who once lived here.

"If we thought Rio Verde was a big problem," Kathleen Ferris said, "imagine if you have a city of 100,000 homes."

An hour's drive west from Phoenix on I-10, past truck stops and the massive skeletons of future warehouses, you reach Buckeye. In 2000, 6,500 people lived in what was then a farm town with one gas station. Now it's 114,000, and by 2040 it's expected to reach 300,000. The city's much-publicized goal, for which I never heard a convincing rationale, is to pass 1 million residents and become "the next Phoenix." To accommodate them all, Buckeye has annexed its way to 642 square miles--more land than the original Phoenix.

In the office of Mayor Eric Orsborn, propped up in a corner, is a gold-plated shovel with TERAVALIS on the handle. Teravalis, billed as the "City of the Future," is the Howard Hughes Corporation's planned community of 100,000 houses. Its several hundred thousand residents would put Buckeye well on its way to 1 million.

Olga Khazan: Why people won't stop moving to the Sun Belt

I set out to find Teravalis. I drove from the town center north of the interstate on Sun Valley Parkway, with the White Tank Mountains to the right and raw desert all around. I was still in Buckeye--this was recently annexed land--but there was nothing here except road signs with no roads, a few tumbledown dwellings belonging to ranch hands, and one lonely steer. Mile after mile went by, until I began to think I'd made a mistake. Then, on the left side of the highway, I spotted a small billboard planted in a field of graded dirt beside a clump of saguaros and mesquite that seemed to have been installed for aesthetic purposes. This was Teravalis.

Some subdivisions in the Valley are so well designed and built--there's one in Buckeye called Verrado--they seem to have grown up naturally over time like a small town; others roll on in an endless sea of red-tile sameness that can bring on nausea. But when I saw the acres of empty desert that would become the City of the Future, I didn't know whether to be inspired by the developer's imagination or appalled by his madness, like Fitzcarraldo hauling a ship over the Andes, or Howard Hughes himself beset by some demented vision that the open spaces of the New World arouse in willful men bent on conquest. And Teravalis has almost no water.

If, like almost everything else in American politics, water turns deeply partisan and ideological, contaminated by conspiracy theories and poisoned with memes, then preserving this drought-stricken civilization will get a lot harder, like trying to solve a Rubik's Cube while fending off a swarm of wasps that you might be hallucinating.

In her first State of the State address last year as Arizona's governor after narrowly defeating Kari Lake, Katie Hobbs revealed that her predecessor, Doug Ducey, had buried a study showing that parts of the Valley, including Buckeye, had fallen short of the required 100-year supply of groundwater. Because of growth, all the supply had been allocated; there was none left to spare. In June 2023, Hobbs announced a moratorium on new subdivisions that depended on groundwater.

The national media declared that Phoenix had run dry, that the Valley's fantastic growth was over. This wasn't true but, as Ferris warned, the edge communities that had grown on the cheap by pumping groundwater would need to find other sources. Only 5,000 of Teravalis's planned units had received certificates of assured water supply. The moratorium halted the other 95,000, and it wasn't obvious where Teravalis and Buckeye would find new water. Sarah Porter, who directs a water think tank at Arizona State, once gave a talk to a West Valley community group that included Buckeye's Mayor Orsborn. She calculated how much water it would take for his city to be the next Phoenix: nearly 100 billion gallons every year. Her audience did not seem to take in what she was saying.

Orsborn, who also owns a construction company, is an irrepressible booster of the next Phoenix. He described to me the plans for finding more water to keep Buckeye growing. Farmland in the brackish south of town could be retired for housing. Water from a basin west of the Valley could be piped to much of Buckeye, and to Teravalis. Buckeye could negotiate for recycled wastewater and other sources from Phoenix. (The two cities have been haggling over water in and out of court for almost a century, with Phoenix in the superior position; another water dictum says, "Better upstream with a shovel than downstream with a lawyer.") And there was the radical idea of bringing desalinated water up from the Gulf of California through Mexico. All of it would cost a lot of money.

"What we've tried to do is say, 'Don't panic,' " the mayor told me. "We have water, and we have a plan for more water."

At certain moments in the Valley, and this was one, ingenuity took the sound and shape of an elaborate defense against the truth.


The Horse Mesa Dam, part of the Salt River Project (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



When Kari Lake ran for governor in 2022, everyone knew her position on transgenderism and no one knew her position on water, because she barely had one. The subject didn't turn out voters or decide elections; it was too boring and complicated to excite extremists. Water was more parochial than partisan. It could pit an older city with earlier rights against the growing needs of a newer one, or a corporate megafarm against a nearby homesteader, or Native Americans downstream against Mormon farmers upstream. Stephen Roe Lewis, the leader of the Gila River Indian Community, described years of court battles and federal legislation that finally restored his tribe's water rights, which were stolen 150 years ago. The community, desperately poor in other ways, had grown rich enough in water that nearby cities and developments were lining up to buy it.

As long as these fights took place in the old, relatively sane world of corrupt politicians, rapacious corporations, overpaid lawyers, and shortsighted homeowners, solutions would usually be possible. But if, like almost everything else in American politics, water turned deeply partisan and ideological, contaminated by conspiracy theories and poisoned with memes, then preserving this drought-stricken civilization would get a lot harder, like trying to solve a Rubik's Cube while fending off a swarm of wasps that you might be hallucinating.

4. Sunshine Patriots

They descended the escalators of the Phoenix Convention Center under giant signs--SAVE AMERICA, BIG GOV SUCKS, PARTY LIKE IT'S 1776--past tables explaining the 9/11 conspiracy and the Catholic Church conspiracy and the rigged-election conspiracy; tables advertising conservative colleges, America's Leading Non-Woke Job Board, an anti-abortion ultrasound charity called PreBorn!, a $3,000 vibration plate for back pain, and the One and Only Patriot Owned Infrared Roasted Coffee Company, into the main hall, where music was throbbing, revving up the house for the start of the largest multiday right-wing jamboree in American history.

In the undersea-blue light, I found an empty chair next to a pair of friendly college boys with neat blond haircuts. John was studying in North Carolina for a future in corporate law; Josh was at Auburn, in Alabama, about to join the Marines. "We came all the way here to take back the country," John said. From what or whom? He eagerly ticked off the answers: from the New York lady crook who was suing Donald Trump; from the inside-job cops who lured the J6 patriots into the Capitol; from the two-tier justice system, the corrupt Biden family, illegal immigrants, the deep state.

The students weren't repelled by the media badge hanging from my neck--it seemed to impress them. But within 90 seconds, the knowledge that these youths and I inhabited unbridgeable realms of truth plunged me into a surprising sadness. One level below, boredom waited--the deepest mood of American politics, disabling, nihilistic, more destructive than rage, the final response to an impasse that resists every effort of reason.

I turned to the stage. Flames and smoke and roving searchlights were announcing the master of ceremonies.

"Welcome to AmericaFest, everybody. It's great to be here in Phoenix, Arizona, it's just great."

Charlie Kirk--lanky in a patriotic blue suit and red tie, stiff-haired, square-faced, hooded-eyed--is the 30-year-old founder of Turning Point USA, the lucrative right-wing youth organization. In 2018, it moved its headquarters to the Valley, where Kirk lives in a $4.8 million estate on the grounds of a gated country club whose price of entry starts at $500,000. In December, 14,000 young people from all 50 states as well as 14 other countries converged on Phoenix for Turning Point's annual convention, where Kirk welcomed them to a celebration of America. Then his mouth tightened and he got to the point.

"We're living through a top-down revolution, everybody. We're living through a revolution that's different than most others. It is a cultural revolution, similar to Mao's China. But this revolution is when the powerful, the rich, the wealthy decide to use their power and their wealth to go after you. Instead of building hospitals and improving our country, they are spending their money to destroy the greatest country ever to exist in the history of the world."

Kirk started Turning Point in 2012, when he was 18 years old, and through tireless organizing and demagogy he built an 1,800-chapter, 600,000-student operation that brings in $80 million a year, much of it in funding from ultrarich conservatives.

"The psychology is that of civilizational suicide. The country has never lived through the wealthiest hating the country. What makes this movement different is that you are here as a grassroots response to the top-down revolution happening in this country."

When the young leader of the grassroots counterrevolution visited college campuses to recruit for Turning Point and record himself baiting progressive students, Kirk sometimes wore a T-shirt that said THE GOVERNMENT IS LYING TO YOU, like Mario Savio and Jerry Rubin 60 years ago, demonstrating the eternal and bipartisan appeal for the young of paranoid grievance. His business model was generational outrage. He stoked anger the way Big Ag pumped groundwater.

"This is a bottom-up resistance, and it terrifies the ruling class." Kirk was waving a finger at the students in the hall. "Will the people, who are the sovereign in this country, do everything they possibly can with this incredible blessing given to us by God to fight back and win against the elites that want to ruin it?" Elites invite 12,000 people to cross a wide-open border every day; they castrate children in the name of medicine; they try to put the opposition leader in jail for 700 years. "They hate the United States Constitution. They hate the Declaration."

The energy rose with each grievance and insult. Kirk's targets included Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky ("that go-go dancer"); LinkedIn's co-founder, Reid Hoffman; Laurene Powell Jobs, the majority owner of this magazine; Senator Mitt Romney; satanists; "weak beta males" on campus; and even the Turning Pointers who had come to the convention from Mexico and Honduras ("I'm told these people are here legally"). Kirk is an accomplished speaker, and his words slide out fluidly on the grease of glib hostility and grinning mockery. But standing inside the swirl of cross-and-flag hatreds whipped up by speeches and posts and viral videos is a 6-foot-4 son of the Chicago suburbs with a smile that exposes his upper gums and the smooth face of a go-getter who made it big and married a beauty queen--as if the hatred might just be an artifice, digitally simulated.

"Elon Musk liberating Twitter will go down as one of the greatest free-speech victories in the history of Western civilization," Kirk said. "We can say that 'January 6 is probably an inside job; it's more of a fed-surrection than anything else.' And that '99 percent of people on January 6 did nothing wrong.' That we can go on Twitter and say, 'George Floyd wasn't a hero, and Derek Chauvin was targeted in a Soviet-style trial that was anti-American and un-American.' One of the reasons why the powerful are getting nervous is because we can finally speak again online."

The other good news was that American high-school boys were more conservative than they'd been in 50 years--Turning Point's mass production of memes had given a sense of purpose to a generation of males known for loneliness and suicidality. Kirk is obsessed with their testosterone levels and their emasculation by elites who "want a guy with a lisp zipping around on a Lime scooter with a fanny pack, carrying his birth control, supporting his wife's career while he works as a supportive stay-at-home house husband. He has a playlist that is exclusively Taylor Swift. And their idea of strength is this beta male's girlfriend opening a pickle jar just for him."

Kirk erected an index finger.

"At Turning Point USA, we resoundingly reject this. We believe strong, alpha, godly, high-T, high-achieving, confident, well-armed, and disruptive men are the hope, not the problem, in America."

The picture of the American experiment grew grimmer when Kirk was followed onstage by Roseanne Barr. She was dressed all in beige, with a baseball cap and a heavy skirt pleated like the folds of a motel-room curtain, chewing something in her hollowed cheeks.

She could not make sense of her laptop and shut it. "What do you want to talk about?"

Without a speech, Barr sank into a pool of self-pity for her canceled career, which reminded her of a quote by Patrick Henry, except the words were on her laptop and all she could remember was "the summer soldier," until her son, in the front row, handed her a phone with the quote and told her that it was by Thomas Paine.

"I'm just all in for President Trump, I just want to say that. I'm just all in ... 'cause I know if I ain't all in, they're going to put my ass in a Gulag," Barr said. "If we don't stop these horrible, Communist--do you hear me? I'm asking you to hear me!" She began screaming: "STALINISTS--COMMUNISTS--WITH A HUGE HELPING OF NAZI FASCISTS THROWN IN, PLUS WANTIN' A CALIPHATE TO REPLACE EVERY CHRISTIAN DEMOCRACY ON EARTH NOW OCCUPIED. DO YOU KNOW THAT? I JUST WANT THE TRUTH! WE DESERVE TO HEAR THE TRUTH, THAT'S WHAT WE WANT, WE WANT THE TRUTH, WE DON'T CARE WHICH PARTY IS WRONG, WE KNOW THEY'RE BOTH NOTHIN' BUT CRAP, THEY'RE BOTH ON THE TAKE, THEY'RE BOTH STEALIN' US BLIND. WE JUST WANT THE TRUTH ABOUT EVERYTHING THAT WE FOUGHT AND DIED AND SUFFERED TO PROTECT!"

The college boys exchanged a look and laughed. The hall grew confused and its focus began to drift, so Barr screamed louder. This was the pattern during the four days of AmericaFest, with Glenn Beck, Senator Ted Cruz, Vivek Ramaswamy, Kari Lake, Tucker Carlson, and every other far-right celebrity except Donald Trump himself: A speaker would sense boredom threatening the hall and administer a jolt of danger and defilement and the enemy within. The atmosphere recalled the politics of resentment going back decades, to the John Birch Society, Phyllis Schlafly, and Barry Goldwater. The difference at AmericaFest was that this politics has placed an entire party in thrall to a leader who was once the country's president and may be again.

I wanted to get out of the hall, and I went looking for someone to talk with among the tables and booths. A colorful flag announced THE LIONS OF LIBERTY, and beside it sat two men who, with their round shiny heads and red 19th-century beards and immense girth, were clearly brothers: Luke and Nick Cilano, who told me they were co-pastors of a church in central Arizona. I did not yet know that the Lions of Liberty were linked to the Oath Keepers and had helped organize an operation that sent armed observers with phone cameras to monitor county drop boxes during the 2022 midterm election. But I didn't want to talk with the Lions of Liberty about voter fraud, or border security, or trans kids, because I already knew what they would say. I wanted to talk about water.

The Arizona Republican Party is more radical than any other state's. The chief qualification for viability is an embarrassingly discredited belief in rigged elections. In April, the state's attorney general indicted 11 fake Trump electors from 2020, including two state senators.

No one at AmericaFest ever mentioned water. Discussing it would be either bad for Turning Point (possibly leading to a solution) or bad for water policy (making it another front in the culture wars). But the Cilano brothers, who live on five acres in a rural county where the aquifer is dropping, had a lot to say about it.

"The issue is, our elected officials are not protecting us from these huge corporations that are coming in that want to suck the groundwater dry," Nick said. "That's what the actual issue is."

"The narrative is, we don't have enough water," Luke, who had the longer beard by three or four inches, added. "That's false. The correct narrative is, we have enough water, but our elected officials are letting corporations come in and waste the water that we have."

This wasn't totally at odds with what experts such as Sarah Porter and Kathleen Ferris had told me. The Cilano brothers said they'd be willing to have the state come in and regulate rural groundwater, as long as the rules applied to everyone--farmers, corporations, developers, homeowners--and required solar panels and wind turbines to offset the energy used in pumping.

"This is a humanity issue," Luke said. "This should not be a party-line issue. This should be the same on both sides. The only way that this becomes a red-blue issue is if either the red side or the blue side is legislating in their pocket more than the other." And unfortunately, he added, on the issue of water, those legislators were mostly Republicans.

As soon as a view of common ground with the Lions of Liberty opened up, it closed again when the discussion turned to election security. After withdrawing from Operation Drop Box in response to a lawsuit by a prodemocracy group, Nick had softened his opposition to mail-in voting, but he wanted mail ballots taken away from the U.S. Postal Service in 2024 and their delivery privatized. He couldn't get over the sense that 2020 and 2022 must have been rigged--the numbers were just too perfect.

Before depression could set in, I left the convention center and walked out into the cooling streets of a Phoenix night.

The Arizona Republican Party is more radical than any other state's. The chief qualification for viability is an embarrassingly discredited belief in rigged elections. In December 2020, Charlie Kirk's No. 2, Tyler Bowyer, and another figure linked to Turning Point signed on to be fake Trump electors, and on January 6, several Arizona legislators marched on the U.S. Capitol. In the spring of 2021, the state Senate hired a pro-Trump Florida firm called Cyber Ninjas to "audit" Maricopa County's presidential ballots with a slipshod hand recount intended to show massive fraud. (Despite Republicans' best efforts, the Ninjas increased Joe Biden's margin of victory by 360 votes.) After helping to push Rusty Bowers out of politics, Bowyer and others orchestrated a MAGA party takeover, out-organizing and intimidating the establishment and enlisting an army of precinct-committee members to support the most extreme Republican candidates.

In 2022, the party nominated three strident election deniers for governor, attorney general, and secretary of state. After all three lost, Kari Lake repeatedly accused election officials of cheating her out of the governorship, driving Stephen Richer, the Maricopa County recorder, to sue her successfully for defamation. This past January, just before the party's annual meeting, Lake released a secret recording she'd made of the party chair appearing to offer her a bribe to keep her from running for the U.S. Senate. When she hinted at more damaging revelations to come, the chair, Jeff DeWit, quit, admitting, "I have decided not to take the risk." His successor was chosen at a raucous meeting where Lake was booed. Everyone involved--Lake, DeWit, the contenders to replace him, the chair he'd replaced--was a Trump loyalist, ideologically pure. The party bloodletting was the kind of purge that occurs in authoritarian regimes where people have nothing to fight over but power.

Read: In Kari Lake, Trumpism has found its leading lady

In April Arizona's attorney general indicted 11 fake Trump electors from 2020, including two state senators, several leaders of the state Republican Party, and Tyler Bowyer of Turning Point, as well as Giuliani and six other Trump advisers. The current session of the legislature is awash in Republican bills to change election procedures; one would simply put the result of the state's presidential vote in the hands of the majority party. I asked Analise Ortiz, a Democratic state representative, if she trusted the legislature's Republican leaders to respect the will of the voters in November. She thought about it for 10 seconds. "I can't give you a clear answer on that, and that worries me."

Richer, the top election official in Maricopa County, is an expert on the extremism of his fellow Arizona Republicans. After taking office in 2021, he received numerous death threats--some to his face, several leading to criminal charges--and he stopped attending most party functions. Richer is up for reelection this year, and Turning Point--which is trying to raise more than $100 million to mobilize the MAGA vote in Arizona, Georgia, and Wisconsin--is coming after him.

Election denial is now "a cottage industry, so there are people who have a pecuniary interest in making sure this never really dies out," Richer told me drily. "Some of these organizations, I'm not even sure it's necessarily in their interest to be winning. You look at something like a Turning Point USA--I'm not sure if they want to win. They certainly have been very good at not winning. When you are defined by your grievances, as so much of the party is now and as so much of this new populist-right movement is, then it's easier to be mad when you've lost."

Richer listed several reasons MAGA is 100 proof in Arizona while its potency is weaker in states such as Georgia. One reason is the presence of Turning Point's headquarters in Phoenix. Another is the border. "The border does weird things to people," he said. "It contributes to the radicalization of individuals, because it impresses upon you the sense that your community is being stolen and changed." A University of Chicago study showed that January 6 insurrectionists came disproportionately from areas undergoing rapid change in racial demographics. And, Richer reminded me, Phoenix "contributed the mascot."

Jacob Chansley, the QAnon Shaman, sat waiting at a table outside a Chipotle in a northwest-Phoenix shopping mall. He was wearing a black T-shirt, workout shorts, and a ski hat roughly embroidered with an American flag. Perhaps it was the banal setting, but even with his goat's beard and tattoos from biceps to fingernails, he was unrecognizable as the horned and furred invader of the Capitol. For a second, he disappeared into that chasm between the on-screen performance and the ordinary reality of American life.

The Shaman was running as a Libertarian in Arizona's red Eighth Congressional District for an open seat in the U.S. House of Representatives. "Can you imagine the kind of statement it would send to the uniparty in D.C. to send me back as a congressman?" Chansley wouldn't be able to vote for himself--he was still on probation after serving more than two years in a federal prison. It was hard to tell to what extent his campaign actually existed. He was accepting no money from anyone, and when I asked how many signatures he'd collected for a petition to get on the ballot, he answered earnestly, "Over a dozen." (He would ultimately fail to submit any at all.) That was how Chansley talked: with no irony about circumstances that others might find absurd. There was an insistent strain in his voice, as if he had spent his life trying to convince others of something urgent that he alone knew, with a stilted diction--"politics and the government and the legislation therein has been used to forward, shall we say, a less than spiritual agenda"--that seemed familiar to me.


Jacob Chansley, the QAnon Shaman, at a Chipotle in Phoenix, February 9, 2024. After serving time in federal prison for his actions at the Capitol on January 6, he ran for office in Arizona's Eighth Congressional District. (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



Why was he running for Congress? Unsurprisingly, because politicians of the uniparty were all in the pocket of special interests and international banks and did not represent the American people. His platform consisted of making lobbying a crime, instituting term limits for congresspeople and their staff, and prosecuting members engaged in insider trading. Meanwhile, Chansley was supporting himself by selling merch on his website, ForbiddenTruthAcademy.com, and doing shamanic consultations.

Why had he gone to the Capitol in regalia on January 6? He had a spiritual answer and a political answer. The Earth's electromagnetic field produces ley lines, he explained, which crisscross one another at sacred sites of civilizational importance, such as temples, pyramids, and the buildings on the National Mall. "If there's going to be a million people assembling on the ley lines in Washington, D.C., it's my shamanic duty, I believe, to be there and to ensure that the highest possible frequencies of love and peace and harmony are plugged into the ley lines." That was the spiritual answer.

The political answer consisted of a long string of government abuses and cover-ups going back to the Tuskegee experiment, and continuing through the Warren Commission, Waco, Oklahoma City, 9/11, Iraq, Afghanistan, Hillary Clinton's emails, COVID and the lockdowns, Hunter Biden's laptop, and finally the stolen 2020 election. "All of these things were like a culmination for me," he said, " 'cause I have done my research, and I looked into the history. I know my history." Chansley's only regret about January 6 was not anticipating violence. "I would have created an environment that was one of prayer and peace and calm and patience before anything else took place." That day, he was at the front of the mob that stormed the Capitol and broke into the Senate chamber, where he left a note on Vice President Mike Pence's desk that said, "It's only a matter of time, justice is coming."

"Can the American experiment succeed? It's not 'can'--it has to. That doesn't mean it will."

As for the conspiracy theory about a global child-sex-trafficking ring involving high-level Democrats: "Q was a successful psychological operation that disseminated the truth about corruption in our government."

One leader had the Shaman's complete respect--Donald Trump, who sneered at globalists and their tyrannical organizations, and who, Chansley said with that strain of confident knowing in his voice, declassified three vital patents: "a zero-point-energy engine, infinite free clean energy; a room-temperature superconductor that allows a zero-point-energy engine to function without overheating; and what's called a TR3B--it's a triangular-shaped antigravity or inertia-propulsion craft. And when you combine all these things together, you get a whole new socioeconomic-geopolitical system."

When the Shaman got up to leave, I noticed that he walked slew-footed, sneakers turned outward, which surprised me because he was extremely fit, and I suddenly thought of a boy in my high school who made up for awkward unpopularity by using complex terms to explain forbidden truths that he alone knew and everyone else was too blind to see. Chansley was a teenage type. It took a national breakdown for him to become the world-famous symbol of an insurrection, spend two years in prison, and run for Congress.

5. The Aspirationalist

"Can the American experiment succeed? It's not 'can'--it has to. That doesn't mean it will."

Michael Crow, the president of Arizona State University, wore two watches and spoke quickly and unemotionally under arched eyebrows without smiling much. He was physically unimposing at 68, dressed in a gray blazer and blue shirt--so it was the steady stream of his words and confidence in his ideas that suggested why several people described him to me as the most powerful person in Arizona.

"I am definitely not a declinist. I'm an aspirationalist. That's why we call this the 'new American university.' "

If you talk with Crow for 40 minutes, you'll probably hear the word innovative half a dozen times. For example, the "new American university"--he left Columbia University in 2002 to build it in wide-open Phoenix--is "highly entrepreneurial, highly adaptive, high-speed, technologically innovative." Around the Valley, Arizona State has four campuses and seven "innovation zones," with 145,000 students, almost half online; 25,000 Starbucks employees attend a free program to earn a degree that most of them started somewhere else but never finished. The college has seven STEM majors for every one in the humanities, graduating thousands of engineers every year for the Valley's new tech economy. It's the first university to form a partnership with OpenAI, spreading the free use of chatbots into every corner of instruction, including English. Last year, the law school invited applicants to use AI to help write their essays.

Under Crow, Arizona State has become the kind of school where faculty members are encouraged to spin off their own companies. In 2015, a young materials-science professor named Cody Friesen founded one called Source, which manufactures hydropanels that use sunlight to pull pure drinking water from the air's moisture, with potential benefits for the world's 2.2 billion people who lack ready access to safe water, including those on the Navajo reservation in Arizona. "If we could do for water what solar did for electricity, you could then think about water not as a resource underground or on the surface, but as a resource you can find anywhere," Friesen told me at the company's headquarters in the Scottsdale innovation zone.

But the snake of technology swallows its own tail. Companies such as Intel that have made the Valley one of the largest job-producing regions in the country are developing technologies that will eventually put countless people, including engineers, out of work. Artificial intelligence can make water systems more efficient, but the data centers that power it, such as the new one Microsoft is building west of Phoenix in Goodyear, have to be cooled with enormous quantities of water. Arizona State's sheer volume and speed of growth can make the "new American university" seem like the Amazon of higher education. Innovation alone is not enough to save the American experiment.

Read: AI is taking water from the desert

For Crow, new technology in higher education serves an older end. On his desk, he keeps a copy of the 1950 course catalog for UCLA. Back then, top public universities like UCLA had an egalitarian mission, admitting any California student with a B average or better. Today they compete to resemble elite private schools--instead of growing with the population, they've become more selective. Exclusivity increases their perceived value as well as their actual cost, and it worsens the heart-straining scramble of parents and children for a foothold in the higher strata of a grossly unequal society. "We've built an elitist model," Crow said, "a model built on exclusion as the measurement of success, and it's very, very destructive."

This model creates the false idea that certain credentials are the only proof of a young person's worth, when plenty of capable students can't get into the top schools or don't bother trying. "I'm saying, if you keep doing this--everyone has to be either Michigan or Berkeley, or Harvard or Stanford, or you're worthless--that's gonna wreck us. That's gonna wreck the country," Crow said, like a Mad Max film whose warring gangs are divided by political party and college degree. "I can't get some of my friends to see that we, the academy, are fueling it--our sanctimony, our know-it-all-ism, our 'we're smarter than you, we're better than you, we're gonna help you.' "

The windows of his office in Tempe look out across the street at a block of granite inscribed with the words of a charter he wrote: "ASU is a comprehensive public research university, measured not by whom it excludes, but by whom it includes and how they succeed." Arizona State admits almost every applicant with at least a B average, which is why it's so large; what allows the university to educate them all is technology. Elite universities "don't scale," Crow said. "They're valuable, but not central to the United States' success. Central to the United States' success is broader access to educational outcomes."

The same windows have a view of the old clay-colored Tempe Normal School, on whose steps Theodore Roosevelt once foresaw 100,000 people living here. Today the two most important institutions in the Valley are the Salt River Project and Arizona State. Both are public enterprises, peculiarly western in their openness to the future. The first makes it possible for large numbers of people to live here. The second is trying to make it possible for them to live together in a democracy.

In 2016, the Republican majority in the Arizona legislature insisted on giving the university $3 million to start a School of Civic and Economic Thought and Leadership. SCETL absorbed two earlier "freedom schools" dedicated to libertarian economics and funded in part by the Charles Koch Foundation. The new school is one innovation at Arizona State that looks backwards--to the founding principles and documents of the republic, and the classical philosophers who influenced them. Republican legislators believed they were buying a conservative counterweight to progressive campus ideology. Faculty members resisted this partisan intrusion on academic independence, and one left Arizona State in protest. But Crow was happy to take the state's money, and he hired a political-science professor from the Air Force Academy named Paul Carrese to lead the school. Carrese described himself to me as "an intellectual conservative, not a movement conservative," meaning "America is a good thing--and now let's argue about it."

I approached SCETL with some wariness. Koch-funded libertarian economics don't inspire my trust, and I wondered if this successor program was a high-minded vehicle for right-wing indoctrination on campus, which is just as anti-intellectual as the social-justice orthodoxy that prevails at elite colleges. Yet civic education and civic virtue are essential things for an embattled democracy, and generally missing in ours. So is studying the classics of American history and thought in a setting that doesn't reduce them to instruments of present-day politics.

As we entered the campus building that houses SCETL, a student stopped Carrese to tell him that she'd received a summer internship with a climate-change-skeptical organization in Washington. On the hallway walls I saw what you would be unlikely to see in most academic departments: American flags. But Carrese, who stepped down recently, hired a faculty of diverse backgrounds and took care to invite speakers of opposing views. In a class on great debates in American political history, students of many ethnicities, several nationalities, and no obvious ideologies parsed the shifting views of Frederick Douglass on whether the Constitution supported slavery.

Crow has defended SCETL from attempts by legislators on the right to control it and on the left to end it. Republican legislatures in half a dozen other states are bringing the model to their flagship universities, but Carrese worries that those universities will fail to insulate the programs from politics and end up with partisan academic ghettos. SCETL's goal, he said, is to train students for democratic citizenship and leadership--to make disagreement possible without hatred.

"The most committed students, left and right, are activists, and the center disappears," Carrese said. This was another purpose of SCETL: to check the relentless push toward extremes. "If students don't see conservative ideas in classes, they will go off toward Charlie Kirk and buy the line that 'the enemy is so lopsided, we must be in their face and own the libs.' "

Turning Point has a large presence at Arizona State. Last October, two Turning Point employees went on campus to get in the face of a queer writing instructor as he left class in a skirt, pursuing and filming him, and hectoring him with questions about pedophilia, until the encounter ended with the instructor on the ground bleeding from the face and the Maricopa County attorney filing assault and harassment charges against the two Turning Point employees. "Cowards," Crow said in a statement. He had previously defended Kirk's right to speak on campus, but this incident had nothing to do with free speech.

Leading an experiment in mass higher education for working- and middle-class students allows Crow to spend much less time than his Ivy League counterparts on speaker controversies, congressional investigations, and Middle East wars. The hothouse atmosphere of America's elite colleges, the obsessive desire and scorn they evoke, feels remote from the Valley. During campus protests in the spring, Arizona State suspended 20 students--0.0137 percent of its total enrollment.

6. The Things They Carried

Two hours before sunrise, Fernando Quiroz stood in the bed of his mud-caked truck in a corner of Arizona. Eighty people gathered around him in the circle of illumination from a light tower while stray dogs hunted for scraps. It was February and very cold, and the people--men with backpacks, women carrying babies, a few older children--wore hooded sweatshirts and coats and blankets. Other than two men from India, they all came from Latin America, and Quiroz was telling them in Spanish that Border Patrol would arrive in the next few hours.

"You will be asked why you are applying for asylum," he said. "It could be violence, torture, communism."

They had been waiting here all night, after traveling for days or weeks and walking the last miles across the flat expanse of scrubland in the darkness off to the west. This was the dried-up Colorado River, and here and there on the far side, the lights of Mexico glimmered. The night before, the people had crossed the border somewhere in the middle of the riverbed, and now they were standing at the foot of the border wall. They were in America, but the wall still blocked the way, concealing fields of winter lettuce and broccoli, making sharp turns at Gate 6W and Gate 7W and the canal that carried Mexico's allocated Colorado River water from upstream. Quiroz's truck was parked at a corner of the wall. Its rust-colored steel slats rose 30 feet overhead.


Items left behind by migrants near the wall at the Mexican border (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



Seen from a distance, rolling endlessly up and down every contour of the desert, the wall seemed thin and temporary, like a wildly ambitious art installation. But up close and at night it was an immense and ominous thing, dwarfing the people huddled around the truck.

"Put on your best clothes," Quiroz told them. "Wear whatever clothes you want to keep, because they'll take away the rest." They should make their phone calls now, because they wouldn't be able to once Border Patrol arrived. They would be given a gallon-size ziplock bag and allowed into America with only what would fit inside: documents, phones, bank cards. For all the other possessions that they'd chosen out of everything they owned to carry with them from all over the world to the wall--extra clothes, rugs, religious objects, family pictures--Border Patrol would give them a baggage-check tag marked Department of Homeland Security. They would have 30 days to come back and claim their belongings, but hardly anyone ever did--they would be long gone to Ohio or Florida or New York.

At the moment, most of them had no idea where they were. "This is Arizona," Quiroz said.

As he handed out bottled water and snacks from the back of his truck, a Cuban woman asked, "Can I take my makeup?"

"No, they'd throw it out."

A woman from Peru, who said she was fleeing child-kidnappers, asked about extra diapers.

"No, Border Patrol will give you that in Yuma."

I watched the migrants prepare to abandon what they had brought. No one spoke much, and they kept their voices low. A man gave Quiroz his second pair of shoes in case someone else needed them. A teenage girl named Alejandra, who had traveled alone from Guatemala, held a teddy bear she'd bought at a Mexican gas station with five pesos from a truck driver who'd given her a ride. She would leave the teddy bear behind and keep her hyperthyroid medicine. Beneath the wall, a group of men warmed themselves by the fire of a burning pink backpack. In the firelight, their faces were tired and watchful, like the faces of soldiers in a frontline bivouac. A small dumpster began to fill up.

For several years, Quiroz had been waking up every night of the week and driving in darkness from his home in Yuma to supply the three relief stations he had set up at the wall and advise new arrivals, before going to his volunteer job as a high-school wrestling coach. He had the short, wiry stature and energy of a bantamweight, with a military haircut and midlife orthodontia installed cheap across the border. He was the 13th child of Mexican farmworkers, the first to go to college, and when he looked into the eyes of the migrants he saw his mother picking lettuce outside his schoolroom window and asked himself, "If not me, then who?"

He was volunteering at the deadliest border in the world. A few miles north, the wall ended near the boundary of the Cocopah reservation, giving way to what's known as the "Normandy wall"--a long chain of steel X's that looked like anti-craft obstacles on Omaha Beach. Two winters ago, checking his relief station there, Quiroz found an old man frozen to death. Last summer, a woman carrying a small child crossed the canal on a footbridge and turned left at the wall instead of going right toward Gates 6W and 7W. She walked a few hundred yards and then sat down by the wall and died in the heat. (The child survived.) Afterward, Quiroz put up a sign pointing to the right.

Over time, he began to find heaps of discarded objects in the dirt--clothing, sleeping bags, toiletries, a stroller. Border Patrol didn't have a policy of confiscating migrants' possessions--if anything, this violated official policy--but the practice was widespread, varying from post to post and day to day depending on the volume of influx and the mood of agents. So mounds of what looked like trash piled up at the wall, and right-wing media portrayed the sight as the filth and disorder that migrants were bringing into the country. Through a collaboration with Border Patrol and Yuma County, Quiroz set up dumpsters, toilets, and shade tents at his relief stations. He was also spending his own money, sometimes $200 a day, and his house filled up with migrants' lost property--hundreds of abandoned Bibles and rosaries, and backpacks that he emptied, cleaned, and donated to migrant shelters.

East of Yuma, near a remote border crossing called Lukeville, I met a man with a plastic bag and a trash-picker walking alone on a dirt track along the wall. He was a retired public historian named Paul Ferrell, and he was collecting what migrants had left behind: brand-new backpacks, prescription medicine, silk saris, Muslim prayer rugs, a braided leather waistband from West Africa, money in 13 currencies, identity cards from dozens of countries. Ferrell intended to throw away or sell some items, and donate others to the University of Arizona--as if here, a few miles from the reservation of the Tohono O'odham Nation, believed to be descendants of the vanished Hohokam, he'd stumbled on the relics of another civilization, a recent one spanning the entire world, but already abandoned: a notebook from Delhi filled with a young person's fantasy story, handwritten in English, called "Murder in Paradise"; pages of notes in Punjabi detailing the writer's persecution; a notebook with a Spanish prayer titled "God I Love You":

Please help me fulfill my American dream I ask you my saint God that I can stay working there God I need you so much heavenly father without you I am nothing ... I feel fear that they will return me to my country there I don't have anything but debts except my family loves me so much they with so much pain help effort gave me money heavenly father I ask you to help me heavenly father.

Like the things you would try to save from a fire, migrants' possessions are almost by definition precious. Having already left nearly everything behind, at the wall some lose their contacts' information, some their evidence for asylum, some their money, and some their identity. Quiroz was trying to bring these indignities to the attention of officials in Washington, but the border seems designed more for posturing than for solutions.

His daily efforts didn't win him universal admiration. A couple of years ago, self-described patriots drove along the wall and trashed his water stations, threw away bananas and oranges, and harassed him and other volunteers. After that, he kept his coolers padlocked to the wall, and on the morning in early February of this year when a gun-carrying convoy that called itself God's Army rolled through Yuma, he stayed home, not wanting a confrontation. The migrant numbers had grown so high that public opinion was moving against them. "It's going to be what wins the election: Where do you stand on the border?" Quiroz said. "Politicians will throw everything out of our faith and humanity to get leverage. It's sad--I see it in my friends, good people, the children of immigrants. It breaks my heart. My wife kicks me under the table: Don't say anything."

Even the most sympathetic humanitarian knew that some asylum seekers were gaming the system. One morning, at a Spanish-speaking church in Mesa that receives migrants from the border every Thursday, I watched 24 single men emerge from a Border Patrol bus holding ziplock bags; one of them, a 20-year-old from India, told me that he had left his father's car-parts yard and traveled nine months to start his own business in Indiana.

I went to the border believing that any country has to control whom it admits; that 2.5 million apprehensions in a single year are a crisis; that an overwhelmed asylum system intended for the persecuted is being exploited by the desperate; that the migrant influx shows this country's enduring appeal while undermining it by inflaming extremism and convincing less advantaged Americans that the government and the elites don't care about them.

A few hours at the wall didn't change these beliefs. But the immeasurable distance between the noise in Washington and the predawn hush around Quiroz's truck reminded me, not for the first time in Arizona, that our battles royal take our attention from the things that matter most--a human face, a lost notebook.

The sun's yellow rays in the east were beginning to pierce the slats when Gate 6W slid open and a Border Patrol van appeared. The agent had the migrants line up, women and children first, and, one by one, he photographed them and their passports. A light rain fell, and the arch of a rainbow rose over the invisible border in the riverbed. People began removing their shoelaces as Border Patrol required and Quiroz had instructed, presumably to prevent suicide attempts. They would leave their belongings at the wall and then be taken to the Yuma Sector, where they would be held for a day or two, or longer, some to be sent on to an immigration detention center, some to be deported, while others--the ones who convinced an official in a hurried interview that they might face danger if forced to return home--would be put on a bus to Phoenix, clutching their ziplock bag.


Asylum seekers gather by the U.S.-Mexico border wall in San Luis, Arizona. (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



But Phoenix was almost never their ultimate destination. Phoenix was an overnight church shelter, a shower and a meal, a set of used clothes, a call to someone somewhere in the country for an onward ticket--then the Greyhound station or Sky Harbor Airport, the longest journey's second-to-last stop for an Indian traveling from Gujarat to Fresno, an Ecuadorean from Quito to Orlando, a Guinean from Conakry to the Bronx. The drama at the border kept Arizona's political temperature near boiling, but otherwise it left little impression on the rest of the state. The latest immigrants to the Valley are engineers coming from California and Seattle. Those who arrived speaking other languages have already been here long enough to have changed the place forever.

7. American Dreams 

My traveling companion to the border was a young man named Ernie Flores. He had spent his childhood on both sides, waking in darkness at his mother's house in San Luis, Mexico, and crossing over every day to attend school in Yuma. He had been a troublemaker, always tired and angry, but he grew up with a kind of mystical optimism. "I remind myself constantly: If I'm suffering, I like to be present," he said, "because that's my life."

Tall and husky, with a fade haircut and a reserved face under heavy black brows, Flores was canvassing for Working America, an organization that connected nonunion households to the labor movement. As the sun set, he went door-to-door in the city's poorer neighborhoods like his own in South Phoenix, informing residents about the power company's price gouging; asking their views on health care, jobs, education, and corporate accountability; and collecting their email addresses on his tablet. He would stand back from the doorway and speak quietly, neither presenting nor inviting a threat. It was slow, unglamorous work on issues that mattered to everyone and resisted hot takes, and Flores was good at it. He relished these brief encounters, windows into other people's lives, hearing them out even when he knew they wouldn't give him their email.

On his own time, he ran a small business helping migrants start their own, so that they would contribute to the American economy rather than burden it. At the wall, he advised a tailor from Ecuador. Gate 6W of the Yuma Sector reminded Flores of Ellis Island. He wanted the border where he'd spent his childhood to be a highway someday, with off-ramps into both countries, integrating their economies. Right now the border seemed to exist so that political parties could exploit it. There were all kinds of people, he said, and everyone had to be represented, including Trump supporters. Education and information would gradually lead voters like the ones he met at front doors to make better demands of their leaders. "Everything has a cycle, I guess," he said. "This division that we have because of Trump will fade away as it usually does."

His long, calm, generous view was rare in this Year of American Panic. It escaped the gravity of polarization. In a way, it made Ernie Flores someone Charlie Kirk should fear.

Phoenix is only slightly more white than Latino, and carne asada joints and the sound of Spanish are so ubiquitous that it feels less like a divided city than a bicultural one. "Ethnic politics are not as strong here as in the East," Joaquin Rios, a leader of Arizona's teachers' union, told me. Michael Crow, the Arizona State president, went a step further and called Phoenix "a post-ethnic city." He added: "It didn't grow up around ethnic communities that then helped to define its trajectories, with a series of political bargains along the way. It was wide open."

But for much of the 20th century, the city restricted its Latino and Black populations to the area below the Salt River, and South Phoenix remains mostly working-class. When newer waves of immigrants from Mexico began coming in the 1980s, many settled in a neighborhood of modest single-family houses in West Phoenix called Maryvale, a postwar master-planned community--Arizona's first--that white families were abandoning for gated swimming pools in North Phoenix and Scottsdale.

To call Phoenix wide open--a place where people from anywhere can arrive knowing no one and make their way up and leave a mark--is truer than to say it of Baltimore or Cleveland or Dallas. But the fault lines around a lousy school district are just as stark here as everywhere else in America, and white professionals' children are just as unlikely to be trapped inside one. Our tolerance of inequality is bottomless, but sunshine and sprawl have a way of hiding it. You can drive the entire length of the Valley, from Queen Creek to Buckeye, and start to feel that it all looks the same. Only if you notice the concentration of vape and smoke shops, tire stores, panhandlers at freeway entrances, and pickups in the dirt yards of beige stucco houses do you realize you're passing through Maryvale.

The Cortez family--Fabian, Erika, and their four daughters--lives in a tiny two-room apartment just outside Maryvale, with less space than a master bathroom in one of the $6 million Paradise Valley houses whose sales are reported in The Arizona Republic. The girls--Abigail, Areli, Anna, and Arizbeth, ranging from 18 to 10--sleep in the back room, and their parents sleep in the front, where there's a sofa, a small kitchen, a washer-dryer, and a partly inaccessible table pushed into a corner.

Erika--a former athlete, tall, with a round face and large glasses--first came to the U.S. on a visa from Mexico in 2004, to see her mother and give birth to Abigail. Then they went back to Juarez, where Fabian was working in a warehouse and Erika attended college. But a few months later, when Erika tried to reenter the U.S. to have Abigail vaccinated, an immigration officer at the border in El Paso demanded: "Why is she a citizen and you're not? If I see you again, I'll take away your visa." Afraid of being separated from her mother forever, a day later Erika was in Phoenix with the baby. That was the end of her education. After a month, Fabian joined them and found work as a maintenance man. They began to raise an American family: the children as citizens, the parents, in Erika's word, "illegal."

Mixed-status families are common in Maryvale. Analise Ortiz, who represents the area in the state legislature, told me, "It's not so much the everyday flow of traffic over the border that impacts my district--people come to Phoenix and then they leave. It's immigration policy on the federal level." The country's failure year after year to address the dilemma of its millions of undocumented residents shapes every aspect of the Cortez family's life. When Fabian spent weekends doing landscape work for a man who then refused to pay what he owed him--saying, "I'll call immigration; get off my property"--he had no recourse. In 2006, he fell from the second floor of a job site onto a concrete slab and fractured his back. Fabian spent a year in bed recovering while Erika sold tamales from their kitchen to make ends meet. He still feels pain today, but the company paid him no compensation.

In 2010, a punitive state law known as S.B. 1070--nicknamed the "Show Me Your Papers" law, and enforced by the rabidly anti-immigrant sheriff of Maricopa County at the time, Joe Arpaio--instituted a reign of terror for people in the Valley with dark skin. Every day, the Cortezes risked a police check that might break up the family, and Erika was afraid to go outside. Once, two policemen stopped Fabian when he was driving a friend's car--one cop wanted to take him in, but the other, seeing two child seats in the back, let Fabian go and impounded the car. (S.B. 1070 significantly reduced the number of undocumented immigrants in Arizona; it also galvanized Latinos to vote Democratic and helped turn the state purple.)

Several years ago, Erika became diabetic, and she's been plagued ever since by serious illnesses and chronic fatigue. But with Fabian's minimum-wage pay and no health insurance, she's limited to a discount clinic where the wait time is long and the treatment is inadequate. In 2020, amid the depths of the pandemic, the owner of the four-bedroom house they were renting near the interstate broke the lease, saying that he was going to sell, and gave the family a month to leave. They had no choice but to put most of their furniture in storage and squeeze into the two cramped rooms. The girls made their mother weep by saying, "Don't be sad. We're together, we have a ceiling, we have food. If we're together, we're happy--that's all that matters."

Arizona ranks 48th among states in spending per student, ahead of only Utah and Idaho, in spite of poll after poll showing wide support for public education. A universal-voucher law is sending nearly $1 billion annually in tax money to the state's private schools. With little regulation, Phoenix is the Wild West of education--the capital of for-profit, scandal-plagued colleges and charter schools, many of them a mirage, a few of them a lifeline for desperate parents.

The Cortez girls attended Maryvale public schools, where Erika and Fabian always volunteered. The girls were studious and introverted; the classrooms were often chaotic. When Areli was in fifth grade, her teacher warned Erika that the local middle school would be a rough place for her, as it had been for Abigail. The teacher recommended a Maryvale charter school that was part of a network in the Valley called Great Hearts. Its curriculum was classical--essentially a great-books program, with even geometry taught using Euclid's Elements--and its mission was education through "truth, beauty, and goodness." Erika didn't know any of this when she toured the school, but she was impressed by the atmosphere of discipline and respect. Children were learning in a safe place--that was enough for her and Fabian. Areli got in off the waitlist, Abigail was admitted into the school's first ninth-grade class, their younger sisters entered the elementary school, and the girls began their education in Latin, Shakespeare, van Gogh, and Bach.


Erika and Fabian Cortez and their four daughters live in a two-room apartment near Maryvale. The girls attend a charter school with a classical curriculum. (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



The family's life revolved around school. Erika woke before dawn and drove Fabian to his job at 5:30 a.m., then returned home to take the girls to Great Hearts. She was the classic Team Mom and spent hours every afternoon driving her kids and others to basketball games and track meets. Unlike Maryvale's Great Hearts, which is overwhelmingly Latino and poor, most schools in the network are largely white and middle-class, and the Cortez girls weren't always made to feel welcome at away games. But Erika loved that her daughters were studying books she'd only heard of and learning to think more deeply for themselves. The family never gathered at home before eight at night, when Erika was often exhausted; the girls--straight-A students--did homework and read past midnight. Their mother lived with the fear that she wouldn't see them all grown. She wanted "to give them wonderful memories. I don't want to waste time."

I spent a morning at Great Hearts in Maryvale, where hallways displayed replicas of paintings by da Vinci, Brueghel, and Renoir. A 12th-grade class in "Humane Letters" was studying The Aeneid, and on the whiteboard the teacher had written, "To whom or what is duty owed? Can fate and free will coexist?" Students were laboring to understand the text, but Aeneas's decision to abandon Dido for his destiny in Rome sparked a passionate discussion. "What if Aeneas, like, asked Dido to come with him?" one boy asked.

If you accept the assumption that children won't learn unless they see their own circumstances and identities reflected in what they're taught, then the pedagogy at Great Hearts must seem perverse, if not immoral. I asked Rachel Mercado, the upper-school headmaster, why her curriculum didn't include the more "relevant" reading now standard at most schools in poorer districts. "Why do my students have to read that?" she demanded. "Why is that list for them and not this list? That's not fair to them. I get very worked up about this." Her eyes were filling. "They deserve to read good things and have these conversations. They're exposed to all that"--the problems of race and gender that animate many contemporary teen novels. "Why is that the only thing they get to read? You saw them reading The Aeneid. These books are about problems that humans relate to, not just minority groups."

In a place like Maryvale, you realize how righteously stupid the culture wars make both sides. There's no reason to think that great books and moral education have anything to do with MAGA.

Like SCETL at Arizona State, classical education at Great Hearts runs the risk of getting caught in the constantly grinding gears of the culture wars. The network was co-founded by a Republican political operative, and sponsors of its annual symposium include the Heritage Foundation and Hillsdale College. Great Hearts' leaders worry that some people associate classical education with the right. "But teachers don't think about it," Mercado said. "This whole political thing is pushed by people who don't think about what to do in the classroom."

Great Hearts has made it difficult for students to change their gender identity in school. For some progressives, this is evil, and, what's more, the Cortez girls only appear to be thriving in an inequitable education that marginalizes them. For some conservatives--Charlie Kirk, for example, and Kari Lake, now running for the U.S. Senate--the girls' parents are criminals who should be sent back to Mexico, destroying everything they've sacrificed to build, and depriving America of everything they would contribute.

In a place like Maryvale, you realize how righteously stupid the culture wars make both sides. There's no reason to think that great books and moral education have anything to do with MAGA. There's no reason reading Virgil should require banning children from changing names. There's no reason to view Western civilization as simply virtuous or vicious, only as the one that most shaped our democracy. There's no reason to dumb down humanistic education and expect our society to become more just. If we ever do something about the true impediments to the Cortez family's dreams--if Fabian could earn enough from his backbreaking work for the six of them to live in four rooms instead of two; if insurance could cover treatment for Erika's illnesses so she doesn't have to delay seeing a doctor until her life is threatened; if the local public schools could give their daughters a safe and decent education; if America could allow the family to stop being afraid and live in the sunlight--then by all means let's go back to fighting over name changes and reading lists.

8. Campaigners

Ruben Gallego was hopping up and down in the middle of the street in a tie-dyed campaign T-shirt and shorts and a pair of cheap blue sunglasses. The Phoenix Pride Parade was about to start, and everyone was there, every class and color and age: Old Lesbians Organizing for Change, NASCAR, McKinsey, the Salt River Project, Gilbert Fire & Rescue, Arizona Men of Leather. Gallego, the U.S. representative from Arizona's Third District (and the ex-husband of the mayor of Phoenix), is running for the U.S. Senate against Kari Lake.

Gallego grew up in a small apartment outside Chicago with his mother, a Colombian immigrant, and his three sisters after their Mexican father abandoned the family. Ruben slept on the floor, worked in construction and meatpacking, got into Harvard, was suspended for poor grades before graduating in 2004, and enlisted with the Marine reserves. In 2005, he was sent to Iraq and fought for six months in the hardest-hit Marine battalion of the war. His deployment still haunts him. He looks more like a labor organizer than a congressman--short and bearded, with the face and body of a middle-aged father who works all the time but could have taken care of himself on January 6 if an insurrectionist had gotten too close.

Radio Atlantic: "He doesn't understand war"

The Third District includes South Phoenix and Maryvale, and Gallego was campaigning as a son of the working class on behalf of people struggling to afford rent or buy groceries. The Third District borders the Ninth, whose median income is not much higher, and whose congressman, Paul Gosar, inhabits the more paranoid precincts of the Republican Party. The district line might as well be a frontier dividing two countries, but some of the difference dissolves in the glare of sunlight hitting the metal roof of a Dollar General. Three-quarters of Gallego's constituents are the urban Latino and Black working class. I asked him if his message could win over Gosar's rural white working class.

"You can win some of them--you're not going to win them all," he said. "They hate pharmaceutical companies as much as I do. They hate these mega-monopolies that are driving up the cost of everything as much as I do. They worry about foreign companies sucking up the water as much as I do."

In 2020, Gallego received national attention when he tweeted his rejection of the term Latinx. He criticizes his own Democratic Party for elitism. "We should not be afraid to say, 'You know what--we messed up,' " he told me. " 'We lost our focus on working-class issues, and we need to fight to get it back.' " I asked Gallego about the recent turn of Latino and Black Americans toward the Republican Party. He was more concerned that sheer cynicism would keep them from voting at all.

The parade started up Third Street, and Gallego went off looking for every hand he could shake. In the first 10 minutes, he counted 86.

It struck me that a parade for the child tax credit would never draw such a large, diverse, and joyous crowd, or any crowd at all. Even with a resurgence of union activism, "We are wage workers" doesn't excite like "LGBTQ together." When the Arizona Supreme Court voted in April that a Civil War-era ban on almost every abortion should remain state law, the dominant theme of Gallego's campaign became that familiar Democratic cause, not the struggles of the working class.

Americans today are mobilized by culture and identity, not material conditions--by belonging to a tribe, whether at a Pride march or a biker rally. Political and media elites stoke the culture wars for their own benefit, while government policies repeatedly fail to improve conditions for struggling Americans. As a result, even major legislation goes unnoticed. Joe Biden's infrastructure, microchip, and climate bills are sending billions of dollars to the Valley, but I hardly ever heard them mentioned. "Right now they are not a factor in my district," Analise Ortiz, the state representative, told me. When she went door-to-door, the bills hardly ever came up. "Honestly, it's rare that Biden even comes up."

The professional class has lost so much trust among low-income voters that a Democratic candidate has to be able to say: "I don't despise you. I talk like you, I shop like you--I'm one of you." This was the approach of Bernadette Greene Placentia.

She started working as a long-haul trucker in 1997, became the owner of a small trucking company, and at age 50 still drove one of the three rigs. She grew up in rural Nebraska and Wyoming, the daughter of a union railroader who was a conservative Democrat and National Rifle Association lifer--a type that now barely exists. She's married to the son of a Mexican American labor leader who worked with Cesar Chavez, and together they raised an adopted daughter from China. She's a pro-union, pro-death penalty, pro-choice gun owner--"New Deal instead of Green New Deal." She struggles with medical bills and rig payments, and she was running for Congress as a Democrat in Arizona's Eighth Congressional District, which encompasses the heavily Republican suburbs northwest of Phoenix.

The open seat in the Eighth was more likely to go to the Republican speaker of the Arizona House, Ben Toma; or to Blake Masters, the Peter Thiel disciple who lost his run for U.S. Senate in 2022; or to Anthony Kern, a state senator and indicted fake Trump elector who joined the mob outside the Capitol on January 6; or to Trump's personal choice, Abe Hamadeh, another election denier who was still suing after losing the attorney-general race in 2022. But I wanted to talk with Greene Placentia, because she confounded the fixed ideas that paralyze our minds with panic and boredom and deepen our national cognitive decline.

We met at a Denny's next to the interstate in Goodyear. She was wearing an open-shoulder cable-knit turtleneck sweater with crossed American and Ukrainian flag pins. Her long hair was pulled back tight, and her eyes and mouth were also tight, maybe from driving 3.5 million miles around the country. As soon as I sat down, she said, "The Democratic Party purports to be the party of the working class. Bullshit."


Left: Firefighters respond to a fire that tore through a hair salon and a pawn shop in South Phoenix in February. Right: Bernadette Greene Placentia, a long-haul truck driver, ran for Arizona's Eighth Congressional District as an anti-establishment Democrat. (Ashley Gilbertson for The Atlantic)



When she knocked on doors in her district and introduced herself, the residents couldn't believe she was a Democrat. "We need to get rid of the political elites; we need to get rid of the multimillionaires," she would tell them. "We need representative democracy. That means people like you and me." And they would say, "Yeah, you're not like the other Democrats."

The image is a caricature, and unfair. The Republican Party is dominated by very rich men, including its leader. But populist resentments in America have usually been aroused more by cultural superiority than by great wealth. In 2016, Greene Placentia knew that Trump would win, because she worked every day with the targets of his appeal. "As rich as that fucker is, he stood up there and said, 'You know what? It's not your fault; it's their fault. They don't care about you--I care about you. I will fight for you. They're busy fighting to get guys in dresses.' Crude, but that's what he said. And when your life has fallen apart, when you're not making shit, and somebody stands there and says, 'I will help you. I believe in you,' you're gonna go there. We gotta belong to a pack. If that pack isn't paying attention to us, you're gonna go to another pack." The pack, she said, is Trump's, not the Republican Party's, and its bond is so strong that a road-rage encounter between two members will end in apologies and bro hugs.

Bernadette Greene Placentia was trying to do for the Democrats what Sarah Palin had done for the Republicans.

For nearly a decade, journalists and academics have been trying to understand Trump's hold on white Americans who don't have a college degree. Racism, xenophobia, economic despair, moral collapse, entertainment value? Greene Placentia explained it this way: The white working class is sinking, while minority groups, with the support of Democrats, are rising--not as high, but getting closer. "When you're falling and the party that built its back on you isn't there, and you look over and they're busy with everybody else and the environment and all this shit, and your life is falling apart, and all you see is them rising, it breeds resentment."

She wasn't justifying this attitude, and she despised Trump ("a con man"), but she was describing why she was running for Congress. "The reason they don't listen to us--it isn't because of the message we're saying; it's because of the messenger. They don't trust any establishment Democrats. You're gonna have to start getting people in there that they believe in and trust, and it has to be people that's more like them and less like the Gavin Newsoms and the Gretchen Whitmers that grew up in the political world. Otherwise, every presidential election is gonna be on the margins."

Stashed under her car's dashboard was a pack of Pall Malls along with a "Black Lives Matter / Women's Rights Are Human Rights / No Human Is Illegal ..." leaflet. In a sense, Greene Placentia was trying to do for the Democrats what Sarah Palin had done for the Republicans. She was trying to make working-class into a political identity that could attract voters who seemed to belong to the other party or neither.

"The problem is, both the establishment Republicans and the establishment Democrats are gonna fight like hell against that person," she said, " 'cause that kind of person isn't for a party; it's for the people."

The Arizona Democratic Party ignored Greene Placentia. In the end, like the Shaman, she didn't gather enough signatures to get on the ballot.

Jeff Zink drove around South Phoenix wearing a black Stetson, stitched boots, and a Love It or Leave It belt buckle, with a pistol holstered on his right hip--as if to say, That's right, I'm a Second Amendment guy from Texas, which is what he is. Zink was campaigning for Gallego's seat in the Third Congressional District on a Republican brand of identity politics--an effort at least as quixotic as Greene Placentia's in the Eighth, because South Phoenix, where Zink lives, is solidly Democratic and Latino. Like her, he didn't have much money and was spending down his retirement funds on the campaign. He was betting that his surname and party wouldn't matter as much as the area's crime and poverty and the empty warehouses that should have been turned into manufacturing plants with good jobs by the past three congressmen with Hispanic surnames--that his neighbors were fed up enough to vote for a white MAGA guy named Zink.

Zink believed that his background as an NFL trainer and ordained Christian minister showed that he couldn't be the racist some called him because of January 6. That day, he and his 32-year-old son, Ryan, had crossed police barriers and joined the crowd on the Capitol steps, though they hadn't entered the building itself. Zink wasn't charged, but Ryan--who had posted video on social media of himself cheering the mob as it stormed the doors--was found guilty on three counts and faces up to 22 years in federal prison. Zink complained to me that a rigged court in Washington had convicted his son for exercising his First Amendment rights. He also believed that the 2020 presidential and 2022 state elections in Arizona had been fraudulent, and he'd participated in "recounts" of both. Even his own congressional-race loss to Gallego in 2022, by a 77-23 margin, had left him suspicious. Nothing was on the level, evil was in control--but a heavenly God was watching, and soon America would be governed biblically by its true Christians of every color.

Zink drove along Baseline Road, the main east-west drag through South Phoenix. He wanted to show me crime and decay, and it didn't take long to find it. A fire truck with lights flashing was parked outside a Taco Bell in a shopping center. "I guarantee you we have a fentanyl overdose," Zink said--but the man lying on the floor inside had only passed out drunk. The next stop was a tire shop in the same mall. Zink had already heard from the store manager that drug dealers and homeless people from a nearby encampment had broken in dozens of times.

The manager, Jose Mendoza--lean, with a shaved head and a fringe of beard along his jawline, wearing his store uniform, jacket, and cap--seemed harassed. The local police force was understaffed, and he had to catch criminals himself and haul them down to the precinct. After a break-in at his house while his wife and kids were there, he had moved out to Buckeye. On the long commutes, he listened to news podcasts. Standing by the store counter, he had a lot to say to Zink.

"My biggest thing, the reason I don't like Trump, is because he politically divided the nation," Mendoza said. "If he wins, I am leaving, I'm going back south, I'm selling everything I have and getting out of here. I am 100 percent serious, brother, because I'm not going to be put inside a camp like he threatened to do already. I'm not going to stand for any of my people being put inside of a camp." Mendoza was furious that Trump had pardoned Joe Arpaio, who had treated Latinos like criminals for two decades.

"Right," Zink said. "These are the things where that division that has happened and--"

"I don't see Biden coming in here and getting the sheriffs to start profiling people," Mendoza said.

"Right, right."

The candidate kept trying to agree with Mendoza, and Mendoza kept showing that they disagreed. He ended the conversation in a mood of generalized disgust. "You know what? Get rid of both of 'em. Put somebody else," he said. "Put Kennedy, shit, put somebody's Labrador--I'll vote for a Labrador before I'll vote for any of those two guys."

Zink had neglected to tell Mendoza that he and his gun had just been at the border in Yuma with the anti-migrant God's Army convoy. Or that the friend who'd first urged him to move to the Valley was one of Arpaio's close aides. But back in his truck, Zink said, "My father told me this: 'Until you've walked a mile in somebody's shoes, you don't know where they're coming from.' It's going to take me a long time to listen to Jose, with all of the things that's gone on."

When politics itself becomes a group identity, dividing us into mutually unintelligible blocs with incompatible realities, then the stakes of every election are existential, and it becomes hard to live together in the same country without killing one another.

A warmer reception awaited him from Dania Lopez. She owned a little shop that sold health shakes in the South Plaza mall, where her husband's low-rider club gathered on weekends. She had been raised Democratic, but around 2020 she began to ask herself whether she agreed with what she'd watched all her life on Univision. She and her husband, an auto mechanic, opposed abortion, worried about undocumented immigrants bringing fentanyl across the border, and distrusted the notion of climate change ("It's been hot here every year"). Their Christian values aligned more with the Republican Party, so they began listening to right-wing podcasts. But the decisive moment came on Election Day in 2020, when a voting machine twice rejected her husband's ballot for Trump. The paper size seemed too large to fit.

"If that happened to me, how many more people that happened to?" Lopez asked me in the back of her shop. "It really raised those red flags." This procedural mistake was enough to make her believe that the 2020 election was rigged. Now there was a Zink for Congress sign in her store window. "I think that God has opened my eyes to be able to see something that I couldn't see before." A lot of her friends were making the same change.

Lopez and her husband are part of a political migration among working-class Latino and Black voters, especially men. The trend might get Trump elected again this year. Biden's margin of support among Black voters has dropped by as much as 28 percent since 2020, and among Latino voters by as much as 32 percent, to nearly even with Trump's. Attendance at the Turning Point USA convention was overwhelmingly white, but outside the center I met a Black woman from Goodyear, in a red America First jacket, named Christy Kelly. She was collecting signatures to get her name on the ballot for a seat on the state utility commission, in order to block renewable energy from causing rolling blackouts and soaring prices, she said. She called herself a "walkaway"--a defector from a family of longtime Democrats, and for the same reason as Dania Lopez: She was a conservative.

I asked if she didn't regard Trump as a bigot. "Absolutely not," Kelly said cheerfully. "Trump has been one of the No. 1 names quoted in rap music going back to the '80s, maybe the '90s. Black people have loved Trump. Mike Tyson loved him." Republicans just had to learn to speak with more sensitivity so they didn't get automatically labeled racist.

Kelly and Lopez defied the rules of identity politics. They could not be counted on to vote according to their race or ethnicity, just as Greene Placentia could not be counted on to vote according to her class. Whether or not we agreed, talking with these women made me somewhat hopeful. Identity is a pernicious form of political division, because its appeal is based on traits we don't choose and can't change. It's inherently irrational, and therefore likely to lead to violence. Identity politicians--and Trump is one--don't win elections with arguments about ideas, or by presenting a vision of a world more attractive than their opponent's. They win by appealing to the solidarity of group identity, which has to be mobilized by whipping up fear and hatred of other groups.
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Unlike identities, ideas are open to persuasion, and persuasion depends on understanding and reaching other people. But when partisanship itself becomes a group identity, a tribal affiliation with markers as clear as Jeff Zink's handgun, dividing us into mutually unintelligible blocs with incompatible realities, then the stakes of every election are existential, and it becomes hard to live together in the same country without killing one another.

9. The Good Trump Voter

Bernadette Greene Placentia's account of Trump voters wasn't completely satisfying. Resentment of elites is a powerful motive in democratic politics, and so is the feeling--apparently universal among long-haul truckers--that the economy was better under Trump. But that disregards the moral and psychological cesspool himself: a bully, a liar, a bigot, a sexual assaulter, a cheat; crude, cruel, disloyal, vengeful, dictatorial, and so selfish that he tried to shatter American democracy rather than accept defeat. His supporters have to ignore all of this, explain it away, or revel in displays of character that few of them would tolerate for a minute in their own children. Now they are trying to put him back in power. Beyond the reach of reason and even empathy, nearly half of my fellow citizens are unfathomable, including a few I personally like. The mystery of the good Trump voter troubled me.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Trump voters are America too

Most people are better face-to-face than when performing online or in an anonymous crowd. At the Turning Point convention, where four days of rage and hatred spewed from the stage, everyone I spoke with, my media badge in full view, was friendly (other than 30 seconds of scorn from Charlie Kirk himself when I tried to interview him). Did this matter? I didn't want to live in a country where politics polluted every cranny of life, where communication across battle lines was impossible. It was important to preserve some civic ties for the day after the apocalypse, yet the enormity of the threat made it hard to see any basis for them.

A man was attending the convention with the pass of a friend who had recently lost his wife during the coronavirus pandemic. The friend had been invited to speak about the staggering losses of the pandemic and the reasons for them, but some days were still bad, and he had skipped the day's session. His name was Kurtis Bay. I wanted to meet him.

Bay lived in a gated subdivision in Mesa at the eastern edge of the Valley, three miles from Rusty Bowers. Bay's house, like all the ones around it, was beige, stucco-walled, and tile-roofed, with a small desert yard. A Toyota Tacoma was parked in the driveway and an American flag hung from a pole on the garage wall. The rooms inside were covered in pictures of a middle-aged blond woman with a warm smile and, occasionally beside her, a man with the silvering goatee and easy, sun-reddened face of someone enjoying his late 50s with his wife.

This was the man who greeted me in a half-zip windbreaker. But all the pleasure was gone from his blue eyes, and his voice easily broke, and the house felt empty with just him and his dog, Apollo, and an occasional visit from the housekeeper or the pool guy. His sons and grandsons couldn't bear to come over since Tammy's death, so Bay had to get in his truck to see them.

He had come up in Washington State from next to nothing, deserted by his father, raised by his mother on food stamps in Section 8 housing, leaving home at 15 and boxing semi-pro. Though he never forgot the humiliations of poverty and the help of the state, his belief in personal responsibility--not rugged individualism--led him, in the binary choice, to vote Republican. Kurtis and Tammy married when they were in their early 20s and raised two boys in the Valley, while he ran a business selling fire and burglar alarms and started a nonprofit basketball program for disadvantaged youth that was later taken over by the Phoenix Suns. A generation or two ago, the Bay family might have been an ad for white bread, but one of the sons was gay and the other was married to a Black woman, and the two grandsons were growing up, Bay said, in a society where "they will never be white enough or Black enough."

These themes kept recurring with people I met in the Valley: mixed-race families, dislike of political extremes, distrust of power, the lingering damage of COVID.

The coronavirus took Tammy's mother in the early months of the pandemic. Kurtis and Tammy had moved back to Washington to be near her, but after her death they returned to the Valley, where their married son had just moved his family so that the boys could attend school in person. Kurtis and Tammy didn't get vaccinated, not because they were anti-vax but because they'd already had COVID. "We are not anti-anything," he said, "except anti-evil, anti-mean, anti-crime, anti-hate."

The year 2021 was golden for them: projects on the new house in Mesa, their sons and grandsons nearby, Kurtis retired and golfing, Tammy starting a business restoring furniture. "We got back to running around chasing each other naked, living our best life in the home of our dreams," he said. "We'd witnessed the worst and seen the best. We were together 39 years."

Tammy came down with something after a large Christmas party at their son's house. By early January 2022, she was so exhausted that she asked Kurtis to drive her to the nearest hospital. A COVID test came back negative, while chest X-rays showed pneumonia. Still, the doctors brought Tammy up to the COVID unit, where the staff were all wearing hazmat suits and next of kin were allowed to stay only an hour. The disorientation and helplessness of a complex emergency at a big hospital set in, nurses who didn't know the patient's name coming and going and a doctor with the obscure title "hospitalist" in charge, needing immediate answers for alarming decisions and insisting on treating a virus that Kurtis was adamant Tammy didn't have. When he refused to leave her side, a nurse called security and he was physically escorted out, but not before he wrote on the room's whiteboard: "No remdesivir, no high-flow oxygen, no sedation, no other procedures without my approval. Kurtis Bay."

To the hospital, Bay was a combative husband who was resisting treatment for his extremely sick wife. To Bay, the hospital was slowly killing his beloved and recently healthy wife with antiviral drugs and two spells on a ventilator. The ordeal lasted 15 days, until Tammy died of sepsis on January 20, 2022.

Bay told me the story with fresh sorrow and lingering disbelief rather than rancor. "I have a lot of pain, but I'm not going to be that person that's going to run around with a sandwich board and stand in front of the courthouse and scream, 'You murdered my wife!' " He believed that federal agencies and insurance companies created incentives for hospitals to diagnose COVID and then follow rigid protocols. The tragedy fed his skepticism toward what he called the "managerial class"--the power elite in government bureaucracy, business, finance, and the media. The managerial class was necessary--the country couldn't function without it--but it accumulated power by sowing conflict and chaos. Like the hospital's doctors, members of the class weren't individually vicious. "Yes, they are corrupt, but they're more like AI," Bay said. "It's morphing all by itself. It's incestuous--it breeds and breeds and breeds." As for politicians, "I don't think either political party gives a shit about the people"--a dictum I heard as often as the one about whiskey and water.

Bay saw Trump as the only president who tried to disrupt the managerial class and empower ordinary citizens. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. would do it too, but voting for him would be throwing his vote away. If Trump loses this year, the managerial class will acquire more power and get into more wars, make the border more porous, hurt the economy by installing DEI algorithms in more corporations. "I'll vote for Trump," Bay said, "but that's, like, the last thing I think about in terms of how I'm going to impact my neighbor, my friend, my society." Everyone wanted clean air, clean water, opportunity for all to make money and raise a family. If the extremes would stop demonizing each other and fighting over trivia, then the country could come together and solve its immense problems--poverty, homelessness ...

I listened, half-agreeing about the managerial class, still wondering how a man who dearly loved his multiracial family and cared about young people on the margins and called his late wife "the face of God on this Earth" could embrace Trump. So I asked. Bay replied that good people had done bad things on January 6 but not at Trump's bidding, and he might have gone himself if the timing had been different; that he didn't look to the president for moral guidance in raising children or running a business; that he'd easily take "grab her by the whatever" from a president who would end the border problem and stop funding wars. All of this left the question unanswered, and maybe it was unanswerable, and I found myself looking away from his watery eyes to the smiling woman in the large framed picture behind his left shoulder.

"There are no good days," Bay said.

10. Dry Wells

In the spring of 2023, Governor Hobbs convened an advisory council to find solutions to the two parts of the water problem: how to allow urban areas to keep growing without using more groundwater, and how to prevent rural basins from running out of water altogether. The council began to meet in Room 3175 at the Arizona Department of Water Resources, two blocks north of the homeless compound in the heat zone, and a dozen blocks west of the convention center's noise and smoke machines. Around a long horseshoe table sat every interested party: farmers, builders, tribal leaders, politicians, environmentalists, experts, and the state's top water officials. The Salt River Project was there; so were Kathleen Ferris and Sarah Porter; so was Stephen Roe Lewis, the leader of the Gila River Indian Community, who had secured federal funding to install experimental solar panels over the tribe's canals to conserve water and power. At one end of the table, frown lines extending from the corners of her mouth, sat Gail Griffin, the diminutive and stubborn 80-year-old Republican chair of the House committee on natural resources. Rusty Bowers, working as a lobbyist for the water company EPCOR, listened from the back of the room.
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They studied documents and took turns asking questions, challenging proposals, seeking consensus on the Rubik's Cube of water. They had until the end of the year. Maybe it was the heat, but I began to think of Room 3175 as one of the places where the fate of our civilization would be decided. These people had to listen to one another, but that didn't guarantee any agreement. Developers remained unhappy with the governor's halt to building on groundwater in the Valley's edge towns, like Buckeye. In October, two women quit the council, complaining that farm interests were going unheard. They were replaced by a farmer named Ed Curry, who grew chili peppers down in Cochise County.

Cochise interested me. It is one of the most conservative counties in Arizona. Last November, two county supervisors were indicted for refusing to validate votes without a hand count and delaying certification of the 2022 midterms, which elected Hobbs governor over Kari Lake. Cochise was also the county most threatened by the depletion of groundwater. Its Willcox Basin had lost more than 1 trillion gallons since 1990, at least three times the amount of water restored by rain or snowmelt, and the water table was now below the reach of the average well. Cochise was where you saw a road sign that said Earth Fissures Possible.

The convergence of these two extremes--MAGA politics and disappearing water--made for unusual alignments in rural Arizona. As the Lions of Liberty told me at Turning Point's convention, water didn't divide strictly red and blue--the issue was more local. Rural groundwater in Arizona was left unregulated by the 1980 law, and around the state, some conservative county supervisors whose constituents' wells had gone dry were urging the legislature to impose rules. In some places, the crisis pitted homesteaders against large agribusinesses, or a retiree against a neighboring farmer, with Republicans on both sides. I sometimes thought the problem could be solved as long as Turning Point never hears about it.

Cochise County is a three-hour drive southeast from Phoenix. Its flat expanse of land ends at distant ranges made of rock formations in fantastic shapes. The Willcox Basin has a sparse population and little in the way of jobs other than farming. In the past few years, retirees and young pioneers looking to live off the grid have begun moving to Cochise. So have agricultural businesses--wineries, large pecan and pistachio growers from California, and Riverview, a giant Minnesota cattle operation with some 100,000 heifers, known locally as the Dairy. The Willcox Basin has no reservoirs or canals; almost all of the available water lies hundreds of feet below the dry ground. The Dairy drilled more than 100 wells, some 2,500 feet deep, to suck out groundwater and irrigate 40,000 acres of corn and wheat, heavy water-use crops, to raise the heifers before shipping them back north for milking. Cochise County simply provided the water, for free. Ferris predicted how the story would end: "The water will dry up and Riverview will leave town and take their cows and go. And all the people that love it down there because it's so gorgeous are going to run out of water."

Last July, a retired construction worker from Seattle named Traci Page, who had 40 acres near the Dairy, turned on her tap to wash the dishes and got a lukewarm brown stream. Her well had gone dry. In a panic, she called the Dairy and was offered a 3,000-gallon tank so she could replace her well with expensive hauled water. "Thanks," she said, "but will you please deepen my well? You're out here drilling these holes." Page's state representative was Gail Griffin, from the governor's advisory council--a devout believer in property rights and an adamant opponent of regulation. Griffin never replied to her appeals. Page ended up selling her tractor to cover part of the $16,000 it cost to have her well deepened.

"During this dry-up, I feel like I'm sprinting up a gravel hill and it's giving way under my feet. I can't get ahead," Page told me. "And this economy, and the corruption on both sides, and the corrupt corporations coming in here--can we just catch a break? Can you stop a minute so we can breathe?"

The sinking aquifer and relentless pumping by agribusiness led some locals to put an initiative on the ballot in 2022 that would have required the state to regulate groundwater in the Willcox Basin much as it did in the Phoenix area. The initiative set neighbor against neighbor, just like the water cutoff in Rio Verde, with rumors and falsehoods flying on Facebook and the Farm Bureau advertising heavily against it. A retired feed-store owner named Lloyd Glenn, whose well had dropped sharply, supported the initiative and found himself on the opposite side of most people he knew. "I guess I'm not a good Republican anymore," he told me.

"That's the thing--they've gone a bit radical," his wife, Lisa, a retired schoolteacher, said. "It's lent itself to the disbelief. We can't get the same information and facts." She added, "And Gail Griffin has not let anything come forward in 10 years. She shuts down legislation and is thick as thieves with the Farm Bureau. If the water goes, there will be no more life here."

"We can't get nothin' done, because we got the far right over here scared of the far left. It's all this new sexual revolution of the transgender stuff. Country people deal with cows, bulls--we know better than all this crap. God didn't make us goofy."

The initiative was overwhelmingly defeated. I talked with several farmers who argued that it was appropriate for an urbanizing area like the Valley but not for the hinterlands. One of them was Ed Curry.

His 2,000-acre farm has sat alongside Highway 191 for 43 years. Curry was 67, white-haired and nearly deaf in one ear, a religious conservative and an agricultural innovator. His farm produced 90 percent of the world's green-chili seed and experimented with new genetic strains all the time, including one that had signs of success in arresting Alzheimer's. To save water, Curry used drip irrigation and planted 300 acres of rosemary. He wanted to hand the farm down to his kids and grandkids, and that meant finding ways to use less water.

Curry was always hugging people and saying he loved them, and one person he loved was Gail Griffin. They had a special relationship that went back 30 years, to an incident at a community musical program in a local public school, where Curry told a story about Sir Isaac Newton that seemed to insist on the existence of a Creator. When the local "witchcraft group" called the American Civil Liberties Union on him, he told me, Griffin contacted a lawyer from the Christian Coalition in Washington and rescued him, and ever since then Curry had put up Griffin signs at election time. But he hated the labeling and demonizing by the right and the left. In Sunday school, he taught the kids that "the ills of society are because we've forgotten we belong to each other."

When the governor's water advisers asked Curry to join the council in November, he took the chance, and went up to Phoenix to meet with the people in Room 3175 and try to work something out. As a farmer who practiced sustainability, who understood property rights but also obligations to your neighbors, he believed that he could reach both sides, including his old friend Griffin. "Guys, we can't get nothin' done, because we got the far right over here scared of the far left," Curry told the governor's people. "It's all this new sexual revolution of the transgender stuff. Country people deal with cows, bulls--we know better than all this crap. God didn't make us goofy. So you've got the far right taking this stand against the far left because they see 'em as way out there. And yet the far left says the far right are a bunch of bigots. None of that affects this water deal--none of it! Doesn't matter."

On my way back to Phoenix from Curry's farm, I stopped in the town of Willcox to see Peggy Judd, one of the county supervisors indicted for election interference. By then it was dark, and the front door opened into the small living room of a very small house decorated for Christmas. Judd sat on the sofa, a heavyset woman with flat hair and a tired smile. Her husband, Kit, who had bone cancer, lay under a blanket in a recliner, wearing a Trump cap and taking Vicodin. He was a mechanic and had once installed Curry's irrigation engines.

I sat beside Peggy on the sofa and we talked about water. She had opposed the initiative, but she had come to realize the urgency of acting to save the county's groundwater. Griffin, with whom she'd once been close, for a time stopped talking to her. "Representative Griffin wants water to be free. We can't fix that. She is a private-property-rights, real-estate-broker person, and her brain cannot be fixed."

In Arizona, I hoped for surprises that would break down the hardened lines of politics, and here was one. Gail Griffin, a traditional conservative, remained an immovable champion of the farm lobby, but Peggy, a MAGA diehard, wanted action on water because her neighbors' wells were going dry. In this one case, partisanship mattered less than facts. Disinformation and conspiratorial thinking had no answer for a dry well.
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We talked for an hour, and the whole time, the threat of prison hung in the room unmentioned. Suddenly Peggy brought up politics. She had loved being a county supervisor, passing budgets, solving local problems--until COVID. "It wasn't political 'til then," she said, when mask mandates and vaccines set people against one another.

"COVID flipped us upside down," Kit said in a faint, throaty voice. "People don't know how to act anymore."

Peggy had driven with her daughter and grandkids to Washington for January 6, to let the president know how much they loved him and would miss him. It was a beautiful day of patriotic songs and prayer, but they got cold and headed for the Metro before things turned ugly. Then came the midterm election of 2022, when she ignored the Cochise County attorney's opinion and refused to validate the votes without a hand count. She told me that she just wanted to help her constituents get over their suspicion of the voting machines: "I'm surprised I'm being indicted, because I was election-denier lite."

She didn't consider that she was part of a wider effort, going back to that beautiful, patriotic day in Washington, to abuse the public trust and take away her fellow citizens' votes. In three days she would be arraigned in Phoenix.

Peggy had received a lot of ugly messages. She played a voicemail that she'd saved on her phone. "You're a fat, ignorant cunt. You're a disgrace and embarrassment to this country," said a man's voice. "At least you're old as fuck and just look unhealthy as hell and hopefully nature wipes you off this planet soon. From a true American patriot. Worthless, ignorant scum of the planet ... All because of you fucking scumbags on the right just don't understand that you're too psychologically weak and damaged to realize that you are acting against this country ... Again, from a true American patriot, you fucking fat cunt."

Peggy wiped away tears. A week ago, she said, she had woken up at four in the morning and couldn't face another day as county chair, because of the comments that came her way at public meetings. Then she made some fudge and ate it off the spoon and felt better. She texted a woman out east who worked for Mike Lindell, the right-wing pillow salesman, who was going to help pay Peggy's legal bills. "I'm miserable," she told the woman. "Things are not going to be okay. I don't even know if I can go to work today." But she made herself drive down to the county seat.

When she returned home that evening, a sheriff's sergeant was waiting at her house. Someone had reported comments Peggy made while waiting to be fingerprinted at the county jail. A suicide-prevention lady gave Peggy a little pamphlet that she now took with her everywhere. She had learned a lesson: If you feel like you're going to kill yourself, tell someone.

"I pray, I pray that Trump comes back," Kit moaned from the recliner. "There'll be nothing left of this country if we have to go through another bout of the Democrats." He had just two months to live.

"There, see, you want to know why we're divided?" Peggy said to me. "Because people that believe that believe that. And people that believe the opposite believe that. It's all in their heart."

I had the sense that she would have talked until midnight. But it was getting late, and I didn't want to feel any sorrier for her than I already did, so I drove back to Phoenix with a plate of Peggy's Christmas cookies.



11. Epilogue

"I'm going to do something weird," Rusty Bowers said. Seated at the wheel of his truck in his dirt driveway, he uttered a short prayer for our safety. Then we drove out of the Valley east into the Sierra Ancha mountains.

The fire that took his ranch and studio had burned over the escarpment and left behind the charred stumps of oak trees. The air tankers' slurry spray had just missed his house, and most of the nearby forest was gone. But a stand of ponderosa pines had survived, and the hillsides were already coming back green with manzanita shrubs and mountain mahogany. Up here, the Salt River was a narrow stream flowing through a red canyon. From the remains of the ranch, we climbed the switchbacks of a muddy road to almost 8,000 feet. On Aztec Peak, we could see across to the Superstition range and over a ridge down into Roosevelt Lake, cloud-covered, holding the water of the Salt River Project. The Valley that it fed was hidden from view.

"You may not be able to change the world," says Rusty Bowers, who lost his daughter to illness, his ranch to a wildfire, and his career to Republican extremists. "You may not be able to change a forest fire. But you can act. You can choose: I will act now."

It was just before Christmas, the start of the desert winter. A few weeks earlier, the governor's water council had released its recommendations: Where rural groundwater was disappearing, the state should regulate its use, while giving each local basin a say in the rules' design. Ed Curry, the chili farmer, considered this a reasonable approach, but he was unable to move Gail Griffin, who blocked the council's bill in her House committee and instead proposed a different bill that largely left the status quo in place. The logic of partisanship gave Griffin full Republican support, but Curry warned that she was losing touch with her constituents, including some farmers. "We're two friends in desperate disagreement about water," he told me. In February, 200 people--including Traci Page, whose well had gone dry--crowded a community meeting near Curry's farm. Many of those who spoke described themselves as conservatives, but they denounced the Dairy's irresponsible pumping, the state's inaction, and Griffin herself, who was in the room and appeared shaken by their anger. Groundwater continued to disappear much faster than it could be restored, but something was changing in people's minds, the wellsprings of democracy.

Peggy Judd's voicemail had reminded me of the abuse directed at Bowers from the other extreme. As he drove, I asked what he thought of her. "Zealously desirous to follow the cause, but not willfully desirous," he said, distinguishing between true believers like Judd and power-hungry manipulators, like Charlie Kirk, "cloaked in Christian virtue and 'We're going to save America.' And that is a very dangerous thing." He went on, "You will push her into the cell and then use her as a pawn for fundraising." Bowers believed that Satan seared consciences with hate like a hot iron until people became incapable of feeling goodness. He also believed that faith led to action, and action led to change--"even if it's just in your character. You may not be able to change the world. You may not be able to change a forest fire. But you can act. You can choose: I will act now."

Bowers wanted to show me a ranch that he was fantasizing about buying. We drove on a forested mountain road that ran along a stream and came to a metal barrier. On the other side, in an opening of pine trees, was a small meadow of yellow grass, an apple orchard, and a red cabin with a rusted roof and a windmill. In the sunlight, it looked like the setting of a fairy tale, beautiful and abandoned.

"Hellooo!" Bowers called three times, but no one answered.

He had an idea for what to do with the ranch if he bought it. He would build a camp for kids in the Valley--kids of all backgrounds, ethnicities, religions, but especially ones with hard lives. They would leave their phones behind and come up here in the mountains with proper chaperoning--no cussing or spitting--and learn how to make a bivouac, cook for themselves, and sit around the campfire and talk. The talking would be the main point. They would discuss water and land use, the environment, "all the things that could afflict us today." It would be a kind of training in civil discourse.

"Point being, division has to be bridged in order to keep us together as a country," Bowers said. "One at a time. That's why you get a little camp. Can I save all the starfish after a storm? No. But I can save this little starfish."

We got in the truck and started the drive back down to the Valley. It was late afternoon. We'd been alone in the mountains all day, and I'd forgotten about the 5 million people just west of us. It had been a relief to be away from them all--the strip malls, the air-conditioned traffic, the swimming-pool subdivisions, the half-built factories, the pavement people in the heat zone, COVID and January 6, the believers and grifters, the endless fights in empty language over elections and migrants and schools and everything else. But now I realized that I was ready to go back. That was our civilization down in the Valley, the only one we had. Better for it to be there than gone.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The Valley."
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Negro-League Players Don't Belong in the MLB Record Books

<span>And neither do white players from the segregation era.</span>

by Malcolm Ferguson




On May 29, Josh Gibson became Major League Baseball's all-time leader in career batting average, slugging percentage, and on-base-plus-slugging percentage. He is now also the single-season record holder for each category. What makes the achievement particularly unusual is that Gibson has been dead since 1947. He never played a single out in the major leagues.

Gibson's new status is the result of a change that was first announced in 2020, when the MLB decided that the seven main Negro leagues would retroactively be granted "major league" status. This required integrating into the official MLB record database the statistics of more than 3,400 Black players who had been barred from playing in the American League or the National League because of their skin color. The process culminated with the May 29 statistical update. Suddenly, the all-time stat leaderboards are crowded with names unfamiliar to most baseball fans: Oscar Charleston, Turkey Stearnes, Mule Suttles.

The desire to validate the contributions of athletes who were unfairly denied the chance to play in the major leagues is noble. But the change is nevertheless misguided--a way of retroactively integrating Major League Baseball, reducing decades of segregation to a footnote and minimizing the actual discrimination that Black players faced. If the sport really wants to own up to its history, it shouldn't pretend that Major League Baseball has been one big, happy family all along. Instead of absorbing Negro-league statistics and the mythic figures behind them, the MLB shouldn't count any statistics--Negro league or major league--accumulated during the era when Black and white players were prohibited from competing against each other.

The Negro leagues were formed by baseball's hard color line. Black players and teams were rejected by the official amateur baseball network in 1867, and then at the professional level in 1876. In response, Black players formed their own leagues. The heyday of Black baseball under Jim Crow began in 1920, with the founding of the Negro National League. The Negro-league game was fast, flamboyant, and popular, and produced such giants as Satchel Paige, Cool Papa Bell, Buck Leonard, and Gibson. The Negro National League folded in 1948, a year after Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier as the first Black major leaguer. The Negro American League struggled through the '50s, as more Black players joined the MLB, and finally shut down at the end of the decade.

Read: How the Negro leagues shaped modern baseball

In 1969, the five white men who made up pro baseball's Special Baseball Records Committee gathered to assist in the creation of the seminal Baseball Encyclopedia, a compendium of statistics that attempted to cover the full history of major-league baseball. This required deciding which circuits over the sport's near-century of existence were good and competitive enough to be considered "major league," aside from the obvious National League and American League. The group didn't even consider classifying the Negro leagues as "major," but it did grant that legitimacy to six segregated white circuits, some of which were notably worse than the Negro leagues.

That didn't shift until 2020, when the MLB, like much of corporate America, found itself struggling to respond to the racial-justice protest movement sparked by the killing of George Floyd. The league had long justified the omission of Negro-league stats by pointing to the Negro leagues' sporadic scheduling, shorter seasons, erratic playoff formatting, and lack of contemporaneous media coverage. Activists argued that, if the MLB was willing to treat the 60-game, COVID-shortened season as an official one, then Negro-league seasons should count too.

The activists had a point. Excluding the Negro leagues from major-league status on the grounds that their seasons were less organized and less well documented essentially amounted to punishing Black baseball players for the consequences of Jim Crow. But incorporating the Negro leagues into the official history of Major League Baseball is the wrong way to correct that historic injustice.

The Negro leagues and major leagues were quite distinct from each other. Negro-league players slept in segregated hotels and rode in the back of public buses. They faced racist vitriol from hostile crowds and played in ballparks that lacked showers and other standard amenities--or denied them to Black players. The game that developed under these exclusionary conditions looked, sounded, and felt different from the MLB. It was faster and more aggressive, featuring much more fluid baserunning. Spit- and dirt-balls were prevalent. The Negro leagues were the first to introduce night games--the Kansas City Monarchs owner J. L. Wilkinson prioritized getting working-class fans in the stands--as well as shin guards and batting helmets. Thanks to player-friendly salary-negotiation rules, Negro-league stars switched teams much more often.

Most important, the Negro leagues were Black, and the major leagues were white. Until the color line fell, Black players didn't play against the best white competition, and white major leaguers didn't play against the best Black competition. (The color line also kept most Latino ballplayers, who weren't considered white, out of the major leagues; some played in the Negro leagues, others in Latin America.)

"Babe Ruth never hit a home run off a Black pitcher, and Josh Gibson never hit a home run off a white pitcher," Larry Lester, a Negro-league statistician, told The Athletic in May. Lester meant this as a point in favor of the database addition. But the truth of his comment is exactly why Negro-league stats shouldn't be lumped in with MLB stats: None of the leagues, white or Black, were really "major" until they were integrated. Adding Black players to the historical database doesn't change that fact. The MLB shouldn't get to call Josh Gibson its new batting leader, because the MLB made sure that he never had a chance to play in it. But Ty Cobb, who held the all-time hitting crown from his retirement in 1928 until his replacement by Gibson, shouldn't be considered the leader either, because his league was segregated.

If the MLB wants to recognize the impact that segregation had on the game, it should begin counting its official statistics on April 15, 1947, the day Jackie Robinson became a member of the Brooklyn Dodgers. Everything that happened before then still happened, and still mattered: the Negro leagues, Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig. It just doesn't merit the title of Major League Baseball.

A post-integration batting average leaderboard would have Ted Williams, who was white, in the No. 1 spot. Tony Gwynn, who was Black, would be No. 2. Williams is widely considered to be the greatest hitter of all time; Gwynn is not too far behind. Both played against the best competition of their era. It is no insult to the players who came before integration to recognize that.
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Trump Is Not America's Le Pen

He's worse.

by Anne Applebaum




Updated at 10:55 p.m. ET on January 12, 2024

The elections to the European Parliament are, for politics junkies, what the World Cup is for soccer fans. There are 27 countries with 27 different sets of parties--center-right, center-left, far right, far left, liberal, conservative, green--and 27 sets of statistics to peruse. Because these are not national elections, and because they do not usually change governments, voters often treat them experimentally, voting for parties they would not choose to run their countries, or else just voting in protest against whoever is in power, as Americans do in midterms. That makes them appealingly--or alarmingly--unpredictable.

Ever since Brexit, the British no longer vote in the European Parliament, and they never cared much about it anyway. Americans have always been pretty hazy about the institution (except when it suddenly turns out to have massive regulatory powers). Still, Anglo-American media always need a shorthand to sum up this messy, nuanced, continent-wide horse race, and on the morning after Sunday's vote, they found one: The Rise of the Far Right. And the follow-up talking point? America might head this way too.

Read: What Europe fears

Now let me make it more complicated.

When applied to France, the scary headlines were fair enough: Marine Le Pen's anti-establishment, far-right National Rally party (which has in fact been a part of the French establishment for decades, though never in charge) swept the board, which in that system means it won about a third of the votes. This was clearly a protest vote; it was clearly aimed at the French president, Emmanuel Macron, and he responded in kind. He called a snap French parliamentary election, which will force French voters to decide if they really want Le Pen, not just to represent them in the European Parliament, but to run the country.

He is betting that they do not. The rules are different in French national campaigns: The voting happens in two rounds, which means the winners have to get a higher percentage of the votes. If he's wrong, Le Pen could be prime minister, but she would have to share power with Macron, who would have three years in which to make her life miserable. If he's right, she loses again, as she has done many times before.

Almost everywhere else, the banner headline was wrong. In Poland, the far-right former ruling party came in second for the first time in a decade, beaten by the center-right current ruling party (whose government my husband, Radek Sikorski, serves in). In Hungary, a brand-new, insurgent center-right party unexpectedly took votes away from Viktor Orban's autocratic ruling party. In Slovakia, the Netherlands, and even Italy and France, the center-left did better than in previous elections. In Scandinavia and Spain, the far right did worse.

In Germany, the story is more complicated. The three-party ruling coalition did badly, but the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD), plagued by scandals that connect it to Russian money and Nazi sympathies, fared worse, with 16 percent of the vote, than some expected a few months ago. I don't want to downplay the threat of the AfD, with its poisonous rhetoric and financial ties to Russia, or the threat of its sister party in Austria, which narrowly placed first. But the real victors in Germany were the center-right Christian Democrats, who are neither pro-Nazi nor pro-Russia. On the contrary, they have been arguing for months that German Chancellor Olaf Scholz should do more to help Ukraine, not less.

For Americans, the message from these elections is alarming and unexpected, but not because of what is happening in Europe. Gaze across the continent, whether at Giorgia Meloni, the Italian prime minister whose party originated in Mussolini's fascist movement, or Le Pen, whose roots truly lie in Vichy, or Geert Wilders in the Netherlands, who once called his country's Parliament "fake," and you will see far-right leaders who have succeeded precisely by appearing to tack to the center, trying to sound less extreme, and dropping previous objections and embracing existing alliances, such as the European Union and NATO. They do talk a lot about immigration and inflation, but so do mainstream parties. Their goals may secretly be more radical--Le Pen may well be planning to undermine the French political system if she wins, and I don't believe that she has cut her ties to Russia--but they are succeeding by hiding that radicalism from voters.

Rachel Donadio: Can Giorgia Meloni govern Italy?

Donald Trump is not like these politicians. The former president is not tacking to the center, and he is not trying to appear less confrontational. Nor does he seek to embrace existing alliances. On the contrary, almost every day he sounds more extreme, more unhinged, and more dangerous. Meloni has not inspired her followers to block the results of an election. Le Pen does not rant about retribution and revenge. Wilders has agreed to be part of a coalition government, meaning that he can compromise with other political leaders, and has promised to put his notorious hostility to Muslims "on ice." Even Orban, who has gone the furthest in destroying his country's institutions and who has rewritten Hungary's constitution to benefit himself, doesn't brag openly about wanting to be an autocrat. Trump does. People around him speak openly about wanting to destroy American democracy too. None of this seems to hurt him with voters, who appear to welcome this destructive, radical extremism, or at least not to mind it.

American media cliches about Europe are wrong. In fact, the European far right is rising in some places, but falling in others. And we aren't "in danger" of following European voters in an extremist direction, because we are already well past them. If Trump wins in November, America could radicalize Europe, not the other way around.



This article previously misdescribed a French-parliamentary-election procedure.
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When Anxiety Is Not a Superpower

Pixar's<em> Inside Out 2 </em>has more emotions, and more blobs representing those emotions.

by David Sims




There is no feeling or metaphysical concept that Pixar Animation Studios can't turn into some sort of blob. This was my complaint with the studio's previous effort, 2023's Elemental, which conjured a city populated by talking gobs of fire and water who clumsily embodied broader metaphorical topics. The first Inside Out, released nearly a decade ago, was the peak of Pixar's blob cinema--a children's drama about brightly colored beings representing human emotions such as joy and sadness, warring with one another as a representation of an 11-year-old's evolving inner life. The systematization of something so multifaceted felt a little glib, but Pixar knows how to entertain, and so Inside Out pushed my buttons with practiced ease.

Inside Out 2 is, similarly, quite entertaining. Still, there were more than a few moments when I bristled at Pixar's willingness to boil the headiest emotional concepts into the kind of bland CGI goop one might encounter during an Apple keynote. Joy being a chipper, canary-yellow lady, sure; Anger being a grumpy red stump with flames for hair, fine. But have you ever wondered what someone's "sense of self" might look like? Inside Out 2 has the answer: a bunch of glowing strings tied into a tree-shaped bow. Every time staggeringly vague matters of the mind were reduced to screenwriting MacGuffins, some insidious blob in my own mind--call that emotion "David's nonsense detector"--had me wondering what Jung might make of all this.

What spared me from rejecting Inside Out 2, however, is its appreciably low-stakes narrative. The film checks back in with the original protagonist, Riley, now 13 and navigating friendship drama as well as an upcoming switch to a new school. Set over a long weekend, the plot revolves around Riley seeking to fit in with older kids at hockey camp--like the first Inside Out, there's a lot of hockey action. Given that Riley seems like a levelheaded kid, it's pretty obvious that no major calamity is heading her way. But that's not the vibe in her brain, where a red alarm labeled PUBERTY is flashing, and the broad emotions of the first film are being joined by more complex, often irritating beings.

Joining the original contingent of Joy (voiced by Amy Poehler), Sadness (Phyllis Smith), Anger (Lewis Black), Fear (Tony Hale), and Disgust (Liza Lapira) are Anxiety (Maya Hawke), Envy (Ayo Edebiri), Embarrassment (Paul Walter Hauser), and Ennui (Adele Exarchopoulos)--a swirling quartet of very teenage sentiments that present themselves as part of Riley's growth. Embarrassment mostly lurks silently; Ennui lounges on a couch looking at her phone; the pint-size Envy just ogles everything Riley sees with delight. But Anxiety, an orange sprite who's all eyes, teeth, and baggage (she has a lot of suitcases), quickly starts hogging the console that controls Riley's behavior and makes panicked decisions to avoid every nightmarish future, no matter how preposterous.

Read: How Pixar lost its way

The original Inside Out was about being in touch with your darker emotions; the perpetually sunny Joy had to learn to work with Sadness, realizing that her presence was a necessary part of life. The sequel should feel more complicated; anxiety is a more irrational emotion than the sweeping concept of "sadness," and the notion of a mad actor suddenly governing one's feelings does feel like the perfect analogy for teenhood. The problem is that this is still, at its heart, a movie for children, so a more typical quest-y story structure has to be imposed. After Anxiety evicts the original emotions to the back of Riley's mind, Joy must search for Riley's original, purer sense of self, which is being replaced by a more anxious variant represented by jagged orange lightning bolts.

The video-game logic of all this will always be a little facile. Which emotion controls the console? Which "sense of self" is plugged into it? Whose emotional superpower is mightiest? But the storytellers are at least wise enough to keep the narrative grounded by cutting up the drama of the mind--where most of the movie is set--with ongoing flashes of the real world. Yes, Riley's good-natured sense of self might be lost deep in her mind caves, but on the surface, this means she's being a little too unkind to her friends, a little too competitive on the rink, a little too eager to impress a hard-nosed coach and a cool older player. To her, every social misstep is a nightmare that fuels Anxiety's power; to the viewer, it's clear that this is basically all in her head.

I got enough laughs out of the new emotions--the chirpy Edebiri and the scathingly rude Exarchopoulos are highlights--to essentially enjoy Inside Out 2. But although it's often charming and relatable, it's a letdown when you consider the heights such a project could reach. This is a film set in the mind, and though it's perhaps an unfair yardstick, my thinking immediately went to a movie for slightly older audiences, Hayao Miyazaki's The Boy and the Heron--a work of dream logic and shifting psyches that overloads the audience with all kinds of dreamy, challenging imagery and lets them sift through it. Inside Out 2 is sweet, but all it has is blobs.
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A Wild Plan to Avert Catastrophic Sea-Level Rise

The collapse of Antarctica's ice sheets would be disastrous. A group of scientists has an idea to save them.

by Ross Andersen


The edge of the Thwaites Glacier, 2023 (Nicolas Bayou)



The edge of Greenland's ice sheet looked like a big lick of sludgy white frosting spilling over a rise of billion-year-old brown rock. Inside the Twin Otter's cabin, there were five of us: two pilots, a scientist, an engineer, and me. Farther north, we would have needed another seat for a rifle-armed guard. Here, we were told to just look around for polar-bear tracks on our descent. We had taken off from Greenland's west coast and soon passed over the ice sheet's lip. Viewed from directly above, the first 10 miles of ice looked wrinkled, like elephant skin. Its folds and creases appeared to be lit blue from within.

We landed 80 miles into the interior with a swervy skid. Our engineer, a burly Frenchman named Nicolas Bayou, jerked the door open, and an unearthly cold ripped through the cabin. The ice was smoother here. The May sunlight radiated off it like a pure-white aurora. We knew that there were no large crevasses near the landing site. This was a NASA mission. We had orbital reconnaissance. Still, our safety officer had warned us that we could "pop down" into a hidden crack in the ice if we ventured too far from the plane. Bayou appointed himself our Neil Armstrong. He unfolded the ladder, stepped gingerly down its rungs, and set foot on the surface.

Over the next hour and a half, we drilled 15 feet into the mile-thick ice. We fed a long pole topped by a solar-powered GPS receiver into the hole and stood it straight up. In the ensuing days, we were scheduled to set up four identical sites in a long line, the last one near Greenland's center. Each will help calibrate a $1.5 billion satellite, known as NISAR, that NASA has been building with the Indian Space Research Organisation. After the satellite launches from the Bay of Bengal, its radar will peer down at Earth's glaciers--even at night, even in stormy weather. Every 12 days, it will generate an exquisitely detailed image of almost the entirety of the cryosphere--all the planet's ice.

NISAR's unblinking surveillance is crucial because not even the largest, most immobile-seeming edifices of ice stay in one place. They move, and as the planet warms, their movements are accelerating, and so is their disintegration. Glaciologists have spent decades telling people that ice sheets are hemorrhaging icebergs and meltwater into the ocean at rates without precedent since the advent of scientific records on the subject--and that this is a serious problem, especially for the 40 percent of us who live in low-lying regions near a coastline. The glaciologists have often felt ignored. In recent years, they have begun to bicker, largely behind closed doors, about whether to push a more interventionist approach. Some now think that we should try to control the flow of the planet's most vulnerable glaciers. They say that with the right technology, we might be able to freeze them in place, stopping their slide into the seas.

The glaciologist Ian Joughin, who leads NISAR's cryosphere team, invited me to go on the Greenland trip. In March, I visited him at the Polar Science Center at the University of Washington to talk through the mission. It was a rare clear day in Seattle. We could see Mount Rainier, the most glaciated peak in the contiguous United States, floating like a white ghost above the horizon. Joughin explained that nearly all of the Earth's ice is locked up in the two big sheets near its poles. If by some feat of telekinesis I could have airlifted the glaciers off Rainier's flanks and mashed them together with every other mountain glacier in the world, the resulting agglomeration would account for less than 1 percent of Earth's cryosphere. Greenland's ice sheet accounts for about 13 percent; Antarctica's accounts for the rest.

Ice may have arrived on Earth only a few hundred million years after the planet formed. At the time, Saturn and Jupiter hadn't yet settled into their orbits. They were still moving around, jostling icy comets, sending some of them toward the inner solar system. Some scientists believe that thousands of these cosmic snowballs smashed into the Earth. The ice they carried would have vaporized on impact, but later rained down onto the crust, raising the sea levels. At some point, the seas' polar regions started to freeze, and from these tiny beginnings, the planet's ice grew. About 2.4 billion years ago, a riot of bacteria began exhaling oxygen en masse, transforming the atmosphere's methane into molecules that don't trap much heat. Ice spread outward from the poles, advancing over land and sea without prejudice, possibly all the way to the equator. From space, the Earth would have looked like it was slowly enclosing itself in blue-veined white marble. Since then, ice has retreated and advanced, over and over, largely in accordance with the buildup and dissipation of greenhouse gases in the air.


The Greenland Ice Sheet, 2024 (Nicolas Bayou)



The history of our current cryosphere began 180 million years ago, when Antarctica--then covered in thick forests filled with ferns and dinosaurs--broke off from the supercontinent Gondwana and started drifting south. Only about 20 million years ago, after it had stabilized at the South Pole and put an ocean between itself and the rest of the hemisphere's climate, did snow begin stacking up into an ice sheet on its eastern half. The first stub of what would become the West Antarctic Ice Sheet appeared around the same time, but it took longer to grow, and it was more unstable. To glaciologists' alarm, it is still unstable, and growing more so, today.

Greenland's ice sheet formed much later than Antarctica's. When I stepped down onto its flat, white expanse and saw that it extended all the way to the horizon, in every direction, it seemed like a permanent fixture of the planet. But it first appeared about 2.6 million years ago, and, like the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, it is fickle. In 2016, the geologist Jason Briner analyzed a rock core that had been hauled up from underneath two miles of ice at the very center of Greenland. He was surprised to find an isotope that forms only when bare rock is struck by the intense radiation that flows through the Milky Way. Scientists had long known that Greenland's ice sheet was sensitive to climate; its southern half and outer edges had crumbled and melted into the sea during the warm periods between Ice Age glaciations. Briner's analysis suggested that at some point in the past million years, the sheet had vanished entirely, exposing the underlying bedrock to the electromagnetic violence of the cosmos.

Briner's work is just one small part of an urgent effort to figure out how quickly the Earth's ice will disintegrate as the planet warms. Mountain glaciers are already shrinking fast. The ice slabs wedged into the valleys between the Alps, Andes, and Himalayas may burn off entirely before the century's end. Greenland's ice sheet is also in imminent danger. It still covers almost all of the island, apart from the coasts, but its outlet glaciers have been sloughing off icebergs at an increasing rate. And from my porthole window in the Twin Otter, I could see slushy aquamarine streams rushing across the ice sheet's surface, even though it wasn't yet summer. These two sources together make Greenland the largest current contributor to global sea-level rise, but perhaps not for long. Antarctica is awakening from its deep freeze. Within decades, its dissolution could overtake Greenland's.

Antarctica's ice sheet won't melt away, at least not from the top; air temperatures in the continent's interior are colder than 40 degrees below zero for much of the year. But melting isn't the only risk to ice sheets. Because Antarctica is so enormous, the quickening of its iceberg discharge alone would be enough to surpass Greenland's entire output. East Antarctica may be safe for now. Much of its ice sheet rests on a high plateau. But the story is different in West Antarctica, and especially on Thwaites, the glacier that may well determine its future.

Thwaites covers an area as large as the island of Britain. Its bed has relatively few large obstacles, perfect for a glacier that wants to flow fast. A considerable portion of it sits well below sea level. During the last Ice Age, Thwaites grew monstrously thick, and dug a trough beneath itself as it pushed out along the continental shelf. Today, near its terminus, it rests on bumps and ridges on the seafloor, to which ice attaches, creating resistance and helping to hold the otherwise smooth-flowing glacier back. Glaciologists have long worried that the deep currents of warm water surrounding Antarctica could sneak into the trough underneath it. After Thwaites began shedding ice at an alarming rate, they sent an autonomous submersible to investigate. To their dismay, they saw warm water flowing beneath the glacier, thinning its underside. If that continues, the icy structures that affix Thwaites to the undersea ridges may melt away. The glacier could become a runaway. A big inland portion of it could pour into the sea across a period of decades. The models that most glaciologists use suggest that this could occur sometime in the next several centuries. But the models don't yet have a long track record. The field's experts can imagine tail scenarios in which it happens much sooner, perhaps within the lifetime of people reading this today.


A GPS antenna and associated equipment on the Whillans Ice Stream in Antarctica in 2015, placed to help scientists better understand how fast the ice is moving (Slawek Tulaczyk)



The loss of Thwaites would be catastrophic. If it goes, it would likely lead to the loss of much of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. That would raise sea levels by up to 10 feet. Even five feet of sea-level rise would erase hundreds of islands from the Earth's surface, along with the unique cultures and ecologies that have taken root on them. Hundreds of millions of people who live along coasts could be forced to find new homes, with unpredictable geopolitical ripple effects. Rich countries would normally have the capacity--if not the willingness--to help poor ones. But their resources may be strained if the urban grids of New York City, Miami, London, Amsterdam, Tokyo, and Shanghai are underwater.

From the July/August 2024 issue: Vann R. Newkirk II on what America owes the planet

While reporting this story, I talked with more than 20 scientists who study the cryosphere. Many of them burned with impatience. They are no longer content with the traditional scientific role of neutral observation. "I'm not going to be satisfied simply documenting the demise of these environments that I care about," Brent Minchew, a glaciologist at MIT, told me. Minchew is teaming up with like-minded scientists who want to do something about it. They are designing grand technological interventions that could slow down the cryosphere's disintegration. Most of the scientists are on the younger side, but the central idea they are working on isn't. It was dreamed up by a member of the older guard, a 57-year-old glaciologist at UC Santa Cruz named Slawek Tulaczyk.

Before leaving for Greenland, I visited Tulaczyk in Santa Cruz. We met at the university arboretum and walked uphill through the forested campus, pausing only to let two coyotes leave the trail. When we reached the hilltop, we gazed out over the Pacific. Tulaczyk began to explain how its waves had shaped the landscape. Hundreds of thousands of years ago, after an extreme Ice Age glaciation receded, the sea rose by nearly 400 feet, and cut a deep new shoreline into the coast. Erosion had since rounded down one of its cliffs into the hill we had just climbed. I asked Tulaczyk if he thought the sea would creep up here again. He told me that he is not a doomer by nature--he once believed that diplomacy and reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change would prevent glaciers from avalanching off West Antarctica. But a few years ago, he lost his faith.


Meltwater from the Greenland Ice Sheet running along a valley, 2024 (Nicolas Bayou)



It's not hard to see why. The global appetite for fossil fuels remains ravenous. As of January, China was planning or actively building more new coal plants than all the plants currently operating in the United States. Each one may burn for more than 40 years. Yes, solar panels are flying off assembly lines worldwide, but grids can't yet store all the daylight that they absorb. Electric cars are still relatively rare, and container ships run on oil. The planet has already warmed by more than 1 degree Celsius since the Industrial Revolution. Each extra degree will destabilize ice sheets further, making them more likely to tumble, rather than slowly flow, into the sea. Tulaczyk doesn't think that the creaky machinery of global governance is moving quickly enough to stop them. He's formulating a backup plan.

Tulaczyk first became interested in glaciers as a boy running wild through the countryside of his native Poland. He wondered about the deep history of its forests and fields. He learned that during the Pleistocene, ice sheets had steamrolled down from the North Pole and flattened much of the country. When they retreated, they left lakes behind. ("Picture Wisconsin," Tulaczyk told me.) After immigrating to the United States, he did his doctoral work in glaciology at the California Institute of Technology under Barclay Kamb, a legendary figure from a more freewheeling age of polar exploration. During the 1990s, Kamb took Tulaczyk on long summer expeditions to tented camps in the remote Antarctic interior. They drilled holes into ice sheets with pressurized hot water. Sometimes they reached more than half a mile down, all the way to the continent. Tulaczyk studied the underlying sediment. He found rock and gravel, but also silts and muds that suggested a liquid layer.

Glaciologists were beginning to understand that underneath the miles-thick Antarctic ice lurks a dark water world as mysterious as the sea that sloshes beneath the frozen surface of Jupiter's moon Europa. The friction of a glacier's slide toward the sea combines with heat radiating up from the Earth's mantle to melt a tiny bit of its underside. Subglacial watersheds channel the meltwater into hidden streams and rivers. Some pool into lakes that eventually discharge as the ice above them moves, and watersheds shift. Satellite-laser scans have recently revealed more than 400 areas across Antarctica that pulsate faintly in time lapse, like subwoofers, as the lakes deep beneath them fill and drain. Some are as large as Lakes Erie or Ontario. In 2013, Tulaczyk helped lower the first cameras and sampling tubes into one. He found microbes that survive on their own kind of fossil fuel: organics from the continent's warmer times. Antarctica is often described as Earth's largest desert, but it may also be its most extensive living wetland.

Tulaczyk has long been intrigued by the way that this sprawling wetland lubricates the ice above it, speeding up its journey toward the ocean. At a conference in the late '90s, he learned about a mysterious subglacial event that occurred 200 years ago, underneath the Kamb Ice Stream, a glacier on the opposite side of West Antarctica from Thwaites. Until the mid-19th century, the glacier was flowing into the Ross Sea at an estimated 2,300 feet a year. But then, in the geologically abrupt space of only a few decades, this great river of ice all but halted. In the two centuries since, it has moved less than 35 feet a year. According to the leading theory, the layer of water underneath it thinned, perhaps by draining into the underside of another glacier. Having lost its lubrication, the glacier slowed down and sank toward the bedrock below. At its base, a cooling feedback loop took hold. Eventually, enough of it froze to its bed to keep it in place.

The story of the glacier that had suddenly halted stayed with Tulaczyk. Around 2010, he began to wonder whether water could be drained from underneath a large glacier like Thwaites to achieve the same effect. He imagined drilling down to its subglacial lakes to pump the water out of them. He imagined it gushing from the pumps' outlets and freezing into tiny crystals before it even splashed onto the Antarctic surface, "like a snow gun." The remaining water underneath the ice would likely flow toward the empty lakes, drying out portions of the glacier's underside. With luck, a cooling feedback loop would be triggered. Thwaites would freeze in place. Catastrophic sea-level rise would be avoided. Humanity would have time to get its act together.


Crevasses in the Thwaites Glacier, 2023 (Nicolas Bayou)



The morning after my visit, Tulaczyk wrote to say that his research group preferred to describe his plan as an "ice preservation" scheme, rather than anything that smacks of geo-engineering. Manipulating the flow of nation-size glaciers certainly qualifies as geo-engineering. But Tulaczyk is right to distinguish it from more dramatic, and truly global, interventions; instead of wrapping the Earth in a layer of aerosols to dim the sun, he merely wants to intervene at the glacier. His is only one of the preservation schemes that glaciologists are considering. Another team of scientists has suggested that mind-bogglingly large swaths of insulating fabric could be draped on top of vulnerable glaciers to keep them cold. Still another team has proposed that a curtain--made of plastic or some other material--be stretched across the 75-mile-wide zone where Thwaites meets the sea, to divert the warm water that is flowing underneath it.

In December, many of the world's most prominent glaciologists gathered for two days at Stanford University to discuss ice preservation, following a smaller such meeting in the fall. For Tulaczyk, it was a thrill just to organize a meeting like this. More than a decade ago, he'd pitched similar workshops to the National Science Foundation and NASA, and was told "nope," he said. At the time, many scientists worried that any talk of engineering ice sheets would distract from the necessary work of reducing greenhouse-gas emissions. Tulaczyk's mentors had warned him that pursuing the matter further might damage his career.

Before the December meeting, I'd reached out to Ted Scambos, one of the lead investigators for the International Thwaites Glacier Collaboration, a $50 million study of the endangered glacier by more than 100 scientists around the world. Scambos told me that many of the scientists who were attending were still skeptical that any of the ideas would work. Some had declined to attend altogether. Twila Moon, a glaciologist at the University of Colorado at Boulder, told me that she sent in a video statement protesting the very premise of the meeting and calling it a distraction.

When I caught up with Scambos after the meeting, he said that he came away from it thinking that two things had shifted in the small world of glaciology. First, more scientists were now open to experimenting with ice preservation. Some had been convinced that there was no avoiding geo-engineering; it was going to happen, either at the glaciers themselves or at hundreds of other places around the planet, where seawalls and additional megastructures would need to be built if glaciers were lost.

The second shift Scambos noticed was that Tulaczyk's idea--freezing a glacier into place--now had more momentum. The fabric-covering idea hasn't gained much traction outside of groups working to preserve small glaciers in the Alps. And the curtain had come in for criticism at the meeting, in part because the sea edge of Thwaites is one of the most remote and forbidding environments on Earth. It was the last stretch of Antarctica's coast to be mapped, its final terra incognita. Installing anything of serious scale there, underwater, would be extraordinarily challenging and fantastically expensive. Even if the curtain could be successfully installed, it would risk unintended consequences; it could entangle marine mammals and divert warm water to other ice shelves. Some of the assembled scientists found it easier to imagine hot-water drilling in Antarctica because they had actual experience doing it, whereas none of them had ever installed a sea curtain. It also helped that philanthropists, including a former executive at Google X, had expressed interest in funding field tests.

"The beauty of this idea is that you can start small," Tulaczyk told me. "You can pick a puny glacier somewhere that doesn't matter to global sea level." This summer, Martin Truffer, a glaciologist at the University of Alaska at Fairbanks, will travel to the Juneau Icefield in Alaska to look for a small slab of ice that could be used in a pilot test. If it stops moving, Tulaczyk told me he wants to try to secure permission from Greenland's Inuit political leaders to drain a larger glacier; he has his eye on one at the country's northeastern edge, which discharges five gigatons of ice into the Arctic Ocean every year. Only if that worked would he move on to pilots in Antarctica.

Even if these pilot experiments are successful, and hailed as such by the entire field, halting the mighty flow of Thwaites would still be a daunting challenge. To trigger a cooling feedback loop underneath its ice, a checkerboard array of separate drilling sites would be required. Estimates for how many range wildly, from a few dozen to thousands. In the annals of polar science, there is no precedent for a mission of this scope, as Tulaczyk well knows. In 2018, after five years of planning, it took a camp of 50 people in a much more accessible region of West Antarctica a whole field season to drill one borehole down to a subglacial lake. If you were operating 100 such sites, some economies of scale would kick in, but only to a point. A Thwaites field team could number 5,000 people--that's roughly the peak population of Los Alamos during the Manhattan Project, except in this case, they'd be deployed across one of the world's most remote glaciers.

Very few polar explorers have been to Thwaites. Tulaczyk himself has never made it to the glacier, despite 12 expeditions to Antarctica. When I asked those who have been there about the prospect of sending a scientific mission of this size, they seemed dazed by the question. But Tulaczyk, who is not just a scientist but an engineer, has given it serious thought. I heard him out, and then, to try to imagine how the project might work, I talked with Rob Grant, who led logistics for the British Antarctic Survey's most recent mission to Thwaites; Zoe Courville, who has helped keep dozens of traverses on Antarctica safe for American science missions; and Tanner Kuhl, an engineer with the U.S. Ice Drilling Program.

The mission's cargo alone would fill thousands of shipping containers. They would all need to be loaded onto a very large boat that would sail from Punta Arenas, Chile, and cross the Southern Ocean, a latitudinal band where no land exists to stop sea winds from whipping furiously around the planet. In 1774, Captain Cook made his way across these stormy seas and approached Thwaites directly from the north, but he never saw it: He turned back while still more than 100 miles away after encountering a dense field of icebergs "whose lofty summits reached the Clowds."


Ice from the tongue of the Thwaites Glacier floating in the Amundsen Sea, 2018 (Nicolas Bayou)



The planet's two most active glaciers--Thwaites and Pine Island--terminate in the very same bay. They are constantly ejecting building-size blocks of ice into its waters. In this bay, calm breezes can become gale-force winds in just minutes. Ice fog can white out the surroundings. On average, human civilization sends only one vessel of brave souls a year into the waters near Thwaites, and in some years no one goes.

Even if docking alongside Thwaites were a simple matter, unloading people and cargo onto an ice shelf that can tower more than 100 feet above the water would be impossible. Nor can heavy planes land a bit farther in on the glacier, because its ice stretches and wrinkles during its final seaward sprint, riddling it with crevasses. Grant told me that it took his British team years to find an ice shelf that their ships could sidle up to. The good news: It's just 12 feet high, and it leads to a relatively stable route inland. The bad news: It's in the Ronne Inlet, 750 miles away.

The Antarctic field season is only a few months long. A cargo ship with a crane would need to trail an icebreaker into the Ronne Inlet and dock next to the ice shelf sometime in October. Mega-tractors would tow humongous bladders of fuel, wood crates packed with scientific instruments, and the rest of the cargo to a staging ground 150 miles into the interior. From there, a tractor convoy would set out across West Antarctica on a high ice plateau that runs alongside the continent's tallest mountain range. At the front of the convoy, ground-penetrating-radar specialists would scan the path ahead for crevasses. When the snow atop a crevasse was too thin to support a tractor's weight, they would adjust course, or blow up the crevasse with dynamite--sending a column of smoke and snow 80 feet into the sky--then fill it in using bulldozers.

After weeks on the ice, including whole days lost to extreme weather, the convoy would arrive at a second staging ground on the western edge of Thwaites, and then it would divide into a hundred smaller versions of itself, each taking its own path to a different drilling site on the glacier. During that first season, no one would even unpack a drill, much less a pump. They'd simply build each camp's basic infrastructure, and a large berm to make sure that the winter snowfall didn't bury it all.

Hot-water drills that can reach deep into ice have existed for decades. But there are only about 50 of them in the world, some weighing tens of thousands of pounds, made bespoke for missions in Greenland and Antarctica. The Thwaites mission would likely need more than double that number. On-site, bulldozers would heap snow into their heated holding tanks, and everyone would wait around while it melted. When at last hot water started jetting down from the drill's showerhead, steam would billow off the ice. A small dent would appear. It would deepen into a white-walled borehole at a rate of one meter every minute, assuming everything went smoothly.

But it rarely does. Truffer, who is known for his experience with ice drilling, told me that there are always stops and starts. Broken parts are especially maddening, because there are no polar hardware stores at which to buy replacements. Even with no hiccups, the boreholes could take days to drill, especially where Thwaites thickens to more than a half mile. If one of those deeper holes were wide enough to admit an Olympic diver, and she dove straight down to the subglacial lake below, more than 10 seconds would pass before she splashed into its water.

All the drilling and pumping and tractors and camps would require a small city's worth of energy. There might be no way to supply it cleanly. Solar panels could support some summertime operations, but not drilling and pumping. The camp that drilled a borehole for scientific research in 2018 required thousands of gallons of diesel fuel. To power 100 such sites would, in a terrible irony, likely require a great and sustained conflagration of fossil fuels.

If the operation ever happens, Tulaczyk won't run it. He said that he has had extraordinary experiences during his multi-month trips to Antarctica, but he has also felt the cold sting of its isolation. He once described Antarctica to me as a preview of the inhospitable universe that exists beyond the vibrant bounty of Earth. He has missed 12 Christmases with his kids doing fieldwork there, and many of his wife's birthdays. "There are a lot of divorced glaciologists," he said. "I don't want to join them." He is nearing retirement anyway. He may not even live to see his plan come to fruition, and he told me he is okay with that. He has inspired younger scientists. Some of them have begun to develop more elegant iterations of his idea. This is the natural way of things.


Icebergs in Pine Island Bay, into which Thwaites feeds, 2016 (Nicolas Bayou)



Minchew, the MIT glaciologist, is one of those scientists. He has adopted the drilling part of Tulaczyk's plan, but instead of pumping water out, he wants to pump warmth out, by lowering tubelike heat siphons into the boreholes. Tens of thousands of these siphons are already wedged alongside crude-oil pipelines in the Arctic. They pull up the subsurface heat that the pipelines emanate, so that it doesn't melt the permafrost and make the ground go askew. If a heat siphon could reach the bottom of Thwaites, it might be able to freeze a region of the glacier's base, creating a sticky spot. But the siphons used in the permafrost are only a few meters long; it may be difficult to lengthen them by orders of magnitude. There is good reason to try: Siphons don't need diesel fuel. They're powered by temperature differences alone. Minchew told me that if enough of them were lodged into Thwaites, like pins in a pincushion, they might be able to keep the whole thing in place. And they'd do it gently. They wouldn't make a sound. They wouldn't so much as glow.

Greenland's Sermeq Kujalleq glacier is the Thwaites of the Arctic--the Northern Hemisphere's fastest-crumbling edge. Every year, it dumps 11 cubic miles of ice into a fjord near the small town of Ilulissat. Before leaving Greenland, I flew north to see it. I landed after 8 p.m., and really should have called it a day. But I was feeling hardy from the musk-ox sausages that I'd eaten before takeoff, and I knew that the Arctic sun wouldn't set for hours. I dropped my bags at my hotel, slipped on my parka, and hiked toward the fjord.

Several glaciologists who have worked in both Antarctica and Greenland told me that the Ilulissat fjord is the most spectacular icescape in the world. During the Pleistocene, its glacier bulldozed boulders and other debris into the fjord's mouth, creating an underwater ridge. As a consequence, the gigantic icebergs that calve off the glacier can't just slip directly into the Atlantic. They bounce around the fjord together for months on end. After they melt down a bit and find just the right angle of escape, the icebergs embark on great journeys. Locals take a grim satisfaction in the strong possibility that one of them rammed the Titanic's hull. Some have likely drifted to latitudes as far south as Portugal.

I walked along Ilulissat's streets of brightly colored houses to its outskirts, where small shacks are surrounded by sled dogs chafing at their chains. Most of Greenland's residents are Inuit; their ancestors brought these dogs here from Alaska 1,000 years ago and used them to travel long distances across the Greenland Ice Sheet. They retain more than a trace of Arctic wolf in their physique and spirit. After climbing into the hills that separate the town from the fjord, I could still hear them howling into the cold wind.

It took me an hour to reach the fjord's most iceberg-dense section. I had to hopscotch across a tundra of slate-colored rock and vivid maroon lichen, while attempting to avoid snowdrifts. I got stuck, thigh-deep, in one. By the time I dug myself out, it was nearing 11 p.m. and the sky was finally darkening. I began to regret setting out so late on my own, until I passed over a rise and saw the fjord in its full glory.

Dozens of icebergs were spread across the water like floats massing before a parade. I couldn't help but project familiar shapes onto them--one resembled a giant polar bear kneeling in the water, searching for seals. All I could hear were small streams running off the tundra and the melancholy calls of gulls flying across the fjord. Occasionally, a distant iceberg would crack, and the sound would ricochet toward me, greatly reduced, like muffled gunfire.

I sat down on a patch of golden grass in front of the largest iceberg. It was a landscape unto itself, with a little mountain range on one side and a river running through its middle. Along its edges were sheer 100-foot cliffs, chalk-white like the coast of Dover. It was beautiful, and also disquieting. The whole thing was the size of a Manhattan block. And yet, compared with the ice sheet that had ejected it into the water, it was only a snowflake.

Twila Moon, the University of Colorado glaciologist, had recommended this hike to me in mid-March. I had called to ask about the video statement that she had sent to the Stanford meeting in December. Her position hadn't softened in the intervening months. Human beings have directed the flow of rivers, with mixed success, for thousands of years, but Moon thinks that a river of ice is a force beyond our reckoning. She worries that grant makers and scientific talent will be seduced--and that precious resources will be diverted from emissions reduction to chase a techno-fantasy. Even small-scale tests of Tulaczyk's idea are a waste of time, she told me, because as a practical matter, the technology could never be deployed at scale on Antarctica.

The first time I called Martin Truffer, the glaciologist at the University of Alaska at Fairbanks with a penchant for ice drilling, he had seemed to agree. But then I saw him on my way up to Greenland, where he planned to land a small helicopter on the glacier that feeds the Ilulissat fjord. The U.S. Air Force had flown us part of the way in a C-130, but the plane broke down in Newfoundland, and we were stranded for several days. One night, we discussed Tulaczyk's idea, and he acknowledged that the impoverished state of scientific research may have conditioned him to think too small.

Many polar science projects are held together by duct tape and the grit of people like Truffer, who spend long months in the field away from their families. But ice preservation on Antarctica wouldn't be an ordinary science project. If a consortium of governments became convinced that Thwaites could be saved, and that trillions of dollars of flooding damage could be avoided, they might treat the project more like a military mobilization or mass vaccine deployment. By those standards, the many billions of dollars you might need--especially if the glacier had to be drilled and pumped continually, across many years--really isn't that much money. Truffer remains skeptical of Tulaczyk's project, but he said it would be much more imaginable if it were backed by those kinds of resources.

That's really conceivable only in an asteroid-headed-for-Earth scenario where glaciologists are in total agreement that the loss of Thwaites is imminent. Funding, in that case, would be the easy part. Getting permission from Russia, China, and dozens of other parties to the Antarctic Treaty would likely be harder. Building an international consensus, manufacturing the equipment, and setting it up on Antarctica could take decades. Testing will certainly take decades.

In the meantime, the world's ice will continue to dissolve. Even if we were to halt emissions immediately and entirely, we could still lose major glaciers at both poles within a century. We can see them fragmenting now, in real time. On my last night in Ilulissat, I went back to the fjord on a small icebreaker. As we moved through the pewter water, the thin sea ice beneath us fractured into every imaginable polygon. From the hills above, the icebergs had all seemed still and sculptural. Up close, it was easier to see that they were in flux. Meltwater glittered along their edges, and they were all drifting ever so subtly. One by one, they would soon head out to sea. If we want to keep our ice sheets and shores where they are, Tulaczyk's idea may help. Maybe it will work all by itself, or in combination with other ice-control schemes. Or maybe all of these ideas are destined to fail. Either way, we should find out.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The Glacier Rescue Project."
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American Women Are at a Breaking Point

In the U.S., government support for families seems transgressive. It shouldn't be.

by Elliot Haspel




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


Parenting in modern America is a high-wire act. For many parents, the experience is shaped by the dominant expectation of intensive, hands-on involvement; stressful competition for scarce slots in child-care and summer-camp programs; and a seemingly endless parade of breakdowns in areas as varied as infant-formula supply and college financial-aid forms. In the past few years, something of a cottage industry has sprung up for books detailing how difficult it is to be a parent, and particularly a mother, in modern America. Titles such as Jessica Grose's Screaming on the Inside: The Unsustainability of American Motherhood and Tim Carney's Family Unfriendly: How Our Culture Made Raising Kids Much Harder Than It Needs to Be come to mind.

In her new book, Holding It Together: How Women Became America's Safety Net, the sociologist Jessica Calarco joins this conversation, and also pulls it in a new direction. She argues that America intentionally dumps onto women the burden of caring for all those who need it, whether children, the elderly, or those with long-term illnesses and disabilities. And she shows why doing so is harmful, not only for women, but for all of society.

Calarco's book doesn't just address parenting. But she sees the expectations placed on mothers as the wellspring from which other caregiving burdens arise. In the U.S., she writes, there's a sense that "if women are the ones we expect to care for the children, then we might as well ask them to take care of the sick and the elderly while they're at it." In November 2020, in the thick of the coronavirus pandemic, Calarco, who is an associate professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told the writer Anne Helen Petersen, "Other countries have social safety nets. The U.S. has women."

Holding It Together begins with a history of how that divergence happened. Starting in the 1930s, in response to New Deal policies positioning the government as a key source of support for struggling families, a nascent ideology called neoliberalism started to gain traction. Spearheaded by academics (Milton Friedman would become one of the world's most famous neoliberal economists in the decades that followed) and backed by powerful business groups, neoliberalism theorized and advocated for a "DIY society": one based on the idea that government action is an obstacle to individual and national prosperity, and individualistic free markets are the solution. As Calarco explains, Friedman and his compatriots argued that the very lack of a safety net would incentivize those facing poverty, unemployment, or other challenges to "make better choices and keep themselves safe."

Today, neoliberal ideas hold sway in many aspects of American policy, leading to what the political scientist Jacob S. Hacker has called the "great risk shift," where financial risk has moved from the government and corporations onto households. For instance, pensions have largely been replaced by volatile personal retirement accounts, and child care has become a market-based system captured, to an increasing degree, by private-equity firms, which now own eight of the 11 largest chains. At the same time, the public safety net that does exist (Calarco describes it as "threadbare") is exceedingly difficult to navigate and places onerous requirements on its beneficiaries. The inadequacy of that safety net is made evident by the data: Primarily because of underfunding, only one in nine federally eligible children younger than 6 benefits from child-care assistance. And millions of children recently lost their Medicaid health coverage mainly as a result of red tape.

Calarco argues that because free-market logic inherently leads to winners and losers, someone must pick up those who inevitably fall. Women, time and again, have been called upon to do that job, providing the "safety net" that her title refers to: They are the ones who take time off work or pick up an extra job to cover child-care needs and costs, or drop everything when a family member gets sick. That women have been cast in this role is both overtaxing them and "leaving our whole society sicker, sadder, and more stressed," Calarco writes. And because women have long been stepping up in the absence of public solutions for child care, health care, elder care, and so on, "it's easy to assume that the free-market proponents were right all along--that we really can get by without a net."

This societal model is buttressed by a series of what Calarco calls "myths," including the beliefs that only women are innately drawn to caregiving roles, and that a mother's effort is the primary determinant of how her children turn out. In an insidious way, these myths also let fathers off the hook. If women are born caregivers and men are not, then men can be praised for minimal contributions at home and might have little motivation to fight for stronger care policies. In a national study Calarco fielded during the second year of the coronavirus pandemic, she found that of the more than 2,000 families she surveyed, "84 percent of moms in mom-dad families said they would be the ones primarily responsible for caring for a child who got sick or had to quarantine." Even when the woman was the primary breadwinner in a couple, this remained the case for 77 percent of mothers.

Read: The devaluation of care work is by design

To illustrate her points, Calarco practically pummels the reader with story after story of the real-life wreckage caused by overloading women with caregiving responsibilities. Sylvia, a young woman she speaks with in rural Indiana, steps up at age 15 to become the primary caregiver for her infant niece and, later, a nephew (her brother, the children's father, was largely absent, and their mother fell into deep postpartum depression and began abusing drugs). Although Sylvia loves the children, taking on this responsibility meant she wasn't able to go to college and had no choice but to work at a poorly paid job with no benefits. Calarco believes that this experience also "likely even pushed her into getting married and having kids of her own at a young age," because her other options had become constrained.

Or take Erin, who moved with her husband back to his small Indiana hometown. When the couple had their first child, they had no viable child-care options. At first, they tried working staggered shifts, but it was too draining, so Erin decided to stay home with her son and then, when he was born three years later, his brother. Although some people enjoy being stay-at-home parents, Erin struggled. She found herself exhausted, isolated, and scrambling to afford necessities: With her first son, she regularly stretched diaper use to the point where he was getting rashes.

Calarco emphasizes that the lack of a robust or well-designed public safety net is a policy choice that affects more than just the women in question. Families regularly come up against the "benefits cliff": If they begin to earn slightly more money, they lose vital assistance with food or child care. The U.S. treats child care, in particular, more as a private service like a gym instead of a vital piece of social infrastructure, leaving costs sky-high, availability low, and quality a toss-up. Many households earn too much to qualify for aid but too little to afford a child-care slot--Calarco calls them the safety net's "missing middle."



There is another, more deep-rooted consequence of expecting women to respond whenever needs arise: It reinforces an atomized society in which the idea of government support seems transgressive. Several women Calarco interviewed were reluctant to use public aid for which they were eligible; as Erin said, "I know it's for people like us, but ... I don't wanna use it, I don't wanna abuse the system or anything." Calarco's work here echoes that of another sociologist, Sandra R. Levitsky, who has written that "the conceptual shift away from thinking about one's situation as an individual problem or as a problem caused by fate or nature, to thinking about it as a social or public problem, is widely understood to be a necessary, if insufficient, condition for political action."

Calarco never argues that government should replace family or neighborhood networks, but rather that strong government policies can distribute the load and enable everyone--both women and men--to care for loved ones without sacrificing so much of their health and well-being. As she asserts, no set of personal choices can reliably inoculate a family against the fact that things in life go awry and someone needs to be there when they do. Instead, Calarco calls for a much stronger net woven together not by weak, bureaucratic aid programs but by universal child care, universal health care, and paid family leave, as well as permanent versions of pandemic-era policies such as an expanded child tax credit and universal free school lunch. To finance these initiatives, she writes, we may have to rely on higher taxes on corporations as well as a wealth tax on ultrarich individuals--a path that American lawmakers have not, so far, had the political will to take.

Read: The problem with 'affordable' child care

Holding It Together leaves an important question lingering: Should care be part of a social safety net (there if you happen to need it), or something that is built into the very bedrock of the nation? A safety net, after all, exists primarily to catch people when they fall. But what if care were instead established as a proactive part of American society, akin to public schools, parks, and libraries? As the journalist Elissa Strauss muses in her new book, When You Care: The Unexpected Magic of Caring for Others, "Care is as fundamental to the good life as justice, but it's rarely presented in fundamental terms." Strauss cites the work of philosophers such as Eva Feder Kittay who have argued that care should be woven into the social contract, embraced as an elemental aspect of the American dream. Although I suspect Calarco would agree with that concept, the framing of care as part of a safety net implies a narrower set of societal obligations.

Calarco's work lays out two paths: Americans can continue to be ruled by a reflexive flinching away when the government seeks to interact with the family, or we can find a renewed approach whereby public policy acts as a fuel toward family self-determination. Congress currently has ongoing legislative efforts regarding the child tax credit, paid family leave, and child-care assistance, which may yet lead to stronger social infrastructure. Holding It Together suggests that robust legislation around these issues also has the potential to forge new levels of social connectivity and flourishing--and not just for parents. The alternative is asking American women to continue walking across a tightrope while juggling.
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The Fundamentalist, the Technocrat, and the Reformist

Khamenei has set the stage for Iran's presidential election.

by Arash Azizi




The Soviet despot Joseph Stalin once said that it is not the voters who matter most in elections but those who count the votes. When it comes to elections held in the Islamic Republic of Iran, the real power belongs to the small body of clerics and jurists called the Guardian Council, which vets every candidate and decides who gets to run. The council's 12 members are directly or indirectly appointed by Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, an octogenarian who still calls all the most important shots.

On Sunday, the council presented the final slate of candidates for the presidential election to be held on June 28, following last month's death in a helicopter accident of Ebrahim Raisi, Iran's hard-line president and Khamenei yes-man. Of the 80 current and former regime officials who registered to run, the council approved only six. The race will now be chiefly among two major conservative candidates and a lone reformist.

You can call them the technocrat, the fundamentalist, and the reformist, respectively: Parliamentary Speaker Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, a former mayor and police chief, who is known for his strongman tendencies and base of support in the powerful militia Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC); Saeed Jalili, a former national-security adviser who is infamous for his Islamist fundamentalism, even by the regime's standards; and Masud Pezeshkian, a member of Parliament, physician, and former health minister under President Mohammad Khatami. Because Pezeshkian was one of the three candidates endorsed by the Iranian Reformist Front, the reformists will now have to walk back their threat to boycott the vote.

Read: Is Iran a country or a cause?

The main surprise on Sunday was the disqualification of Ali Larijani, a centrist conservative who might have offered the regime a chance to tack back to the West-facing policies of the centrist former president Hassan Rouhani. Larijani was barred from running, just as he had been in 2021. According to sources I spoke with, the council's vote on him was far from unanimous. Still, some told me that the anti-American establishment balked at the fact that his daughter holds a faculty position at Emory University in Atlanta.

Much more predictable was the disqualification of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the conservative former president whose populist shenanigans gained him some street cred, but whose anti-clerical leanings have led Khamenei to distrust him as a loose cannon.

Notably, the long list of those disqualified also includes several of the late President Raisi's cabinet ministers. Their exclusion is a slap in the face to the notorious "Circle of M," a shadowy clique of hard-liners close to Raisi's powerful son-in-law Meqdad Nili. In other words, even if hard-liners stay in charge, it'll be a different set of hard-liners.

Why did the Guardian Council, and its ultimate source of authority, Khamenei, set the stage like this?

Khamenei is known to be indecisive, forever hedging his bets and trying to balance the regime's many factions, each of which he owes something to. He is too paranoid to trust any single person or bloc. The final slate likely reflects his best effort to keep popular discontent and elite infighting from becoming unmanageable.

From the perspective of the regime's and Khamenei's interests, both Qalibaf and Jalili have pros and cons. As a loyal disciple of the regime's revolutionary creed, Jalili could offer a safe pair of hands at the helm. But his extremism will further narrow the Islamic Republic's base of support. He is likely to bring about an even harsher subjugation of women and suppression of dissidents as well as a more hostile foreign policy. When he led Iran's nuclear negotiations from 2008 to 2013, Jalili was notorious for lecturing his Western counterparts instead of engaging in actual negotiations about Iran's nuclear program. He once showed up to a meeting with a demand for a change in the structure of the United Nations.

When Jalili previously ran for president, in 2013, even longtime conservatives such as former Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati criticized him for his inflexibility and claimed that he had sabotaged Iran's dealings with the West and helped provoke tighter sanctions. Qassem Soleimani, the chief of IRGC's external operations wing who was killed by a U.S. strike in 2020, once reportedly threatened to quit if Jalili was elected president. Khamenei likely approves of much of Jalili's agenda personally, but he may worry that pushing it through will be too divisive.

Qalibaf is cut from a wholly different cloth. Those who have known him for years attest that he is a power-hungry technocrat with hardly an ideological bone in his body, despite his many protestations to the contrary. Western media outlets have reported on his private expression of admiration for the Israeli military's role in civilian manufacturing. He was mayor of Tehran from 2005 to 2017, a period known for significant municipal corruption, but also for able management that made the city more livable in many ways.

Qalibaf's raw ambition is obvious, in that he has run for president repeatedly, and on wildly different platforms. In 2005, he compared himself to Reza Shah, the autocratic king who founded the Pahlavi dynasty that the 1979 Islamic Revolution overthrew. In 2017, he tried economic populism: He claimed that he represented the "96 percent," and called himself a "neo-conservative," to be distinguished from the hated hard-liners--then later withdrew in favor of the real hard-liner, Raisi.

In recent years, many in the ultraconservative camp have soured on Qalibaf. Some younger hard-liners vociferously attacked him in the parliamentary elections earlier this year, calling him "The Godfather" and taunting him with memes from the film. Qalibaf is a survivor: He took a hit in the polls but was nonetheless able to hang onto his role as speaker of Parliament, notably with support from centrist and reformist MPs. But the suspicion of him from the right may matter more this time around. If he becomes president, he will be in a good position to shape Iran's future after Khamenei's eventual death.

The supreme leader may be disinclined to empower a technocrat with no ideological principles at what could become a transitional moment for the Islamic Republic. Yet Qalibaf looks more and more like Khamenei's best choice. He has significant support within the IRGC and does not provoke the elite resistance that Jalili might. What's more, he very much appears to be the current front-runner. One ominous sign that he is the favored candidate may be the arrest on Sunday of two journalists known for covering his corruption. On Tuesday, in his first televised interview as a candidate, Qalibaf made populist promises--to fight illegal immigration from Afghanistan, for example--but also took pains to assure his conservative base of his devotion to the late President Raisi and his path.

Read: Who would benefit from Ebrahim Raisi's death?

The chance of the presidency going to a reformist for the first time since 2005 seems remote. The council might have approved Pezeshkian in the hope of increasing voter turnout, something the regime is always sensitive about. In 2021, the presidential election promised to be an uncompetitive coronation for Raisi, and a majority of voters stayed home. Khamenei might have cynically calculated that Pezeshkian won't garner enough votes to win but will bring enough people to the ballot boxes to push the turnout above 50 percent. At any rate, Pezeshkian is very much a loyal opposition figure and no real threat to the system. In his first televised interview after being approved, he disappointed even his early supporters by making no concrete promises for change and reiterating that he saw the job of the president as implementing "policies set by the Supreme Leader." One reformist former MP balked at this performance on social media, commenting that Pezeshkian would surely lose if he went on like this. The spokesperson for the Iranian Reformist Front urged him to do a better job of appealing to "the majority critical of the status quo."

Pezeshkian is certainly not in the race to be an also-ran. "We are in it to win," a source close to him told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity because they weren't authorized to talk to the media. In five upcoming televised debates, each of which will last four hours, he will have a chance to do what he failed to do in the initial interviews.

In fact, the current setup of candidates could actually favor Pezeshkian. The hard-line vote will be divided among Qalibaf, Jalili, and two other candidates, unless those two end up resigning in favor of Jalili. The only centrist conservative candidate, Mostafa Pourmohammadi, is a dour cleric, widely hated for his role in the execution of political prisoners in the 1980s.

Pezeshkian is thus likely to be a consensus candidate for reformists and centrists. Rouhani's centrist Moderation and Development Party has already endorsed him, as have several of his cabinet ministers, including former Foreign Minister Javad Zarif. If they are able to energize their base, Pezeshkian might have a real chance of winning, either on June 28 or in the second round, which will be held on July 8 if no candidate gets a majority at first. But that remains a very big if, given the candidate's early performance. Pezeshkian will likely play up his Turkic Azeri background, hoping to win the support of the up to 15 million Iranians who share that heritage. He also speaks Kurdish--the primary language of his Kurdish mother and of the city of Mahabad, where he was born--and so may additionally try to court the Kurdish and Sunni votes. But although such efforts could work in his favor, they could also play against him, as some ultranationalists, among both supporters and opponents of the regime, have already started attacking him as a "pro-ethnic candidate."

All of the candidates, Pezeshkian included, will have a tough time generating electoral enthusiasm. Most Iranians are disillusioned with the official politics of the Islamic Republic and its many factions. They remember the hundreds killed during demonstrations in recent years, including those under the centrist Rouhani. They know that real power doesn't rest with the presidency anyway. Khamenei, the country's autocratic ruler since 1989, has brought Iran to its nadir: economic disaster, political and social repression, international isolation, and the threat of an unwanted war with Israel and the United States. Those who count on Azeris showing up for Pezeshkian would do well to remember that only 28 percent of people in the ethnic Azeri stronghold of Tabriz turned up in the elections earlier this year that brought him to Parliament. Of the 1.9 million Tabrizis eligible to vote, fewer than 96,000 voted for him.

Still, Iranian political behavior is notoriously hard to predict. In the next two weeks, the candidates will wage an intense competition for hearts and minds. Whoever becomes the next president will not only hold the second most important job in the Islamic Republic; he will have a front-row seat to the real power struggle that is sure to arrive when Khamenei finally dies. Only then might we see actual change in the policies that have driven most Iranians to hate the regime.
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Trump Rants About Sharks, and Everyone Just Pretends It's Normal

Par for the course. Trump is Trump. But imagine the response if Joe Biden had said it.

by Brian Klaas




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


Hours before meeting with his probation officer about his recent felony convictions, a leading candidate for U.S. president went on a bizarre rant about sharks.

Sharks, Donald Trump claimed, were attacking more frequently than usual (not true) and posed a newfound risk because boats were being required to use batteries (not true), which would cause them to sink because they were too heavy (really, really not true--the world's heaviest cruise ship, the Icon of the Seas, managed to stay afloat because of the laws of physics despite weighing more than 550 million pounds).

Trump, undeterred by truth or science, invoked his intellectual credentials by mentioning his "relationship to MIT." (Trump's uncle was a professor at the university, pioneering rotational radiation therapy, which seems a somewhat tenuous connection for conferring shark- or battery-related expertise to his nephew.) If Trump had been able to ask his uncle about the risks of being electrocuted by a boat battery because, as Trump put it, "there's a lot of electric current coming through that water," perhaps the professor would have informed him that high-capacity batteries would rapidly discharge in seawater and pose minuscule risk to humans because the water conducts electricity far better than human bodies do.

Sharks appear to have troubled Trump's mind for years. On July 4, 2013, Trump twice tweeted about them, saying, "Sorry folks, I'm just not a fan of sharks--and don't worry, they will be around long after we are gone." Two minutes later, he followed that nugget of wisdom with: "Sharks are last on my list--other than perhaps the losers and haters of the World!"

McKay Coppins: Why attacks on Trump's mental acuity don't land

These deranged rants are tempting to laugh off. They're par for the course. Trump is Trump. But Trump may also soon be the president of the United States. Imagine the response if Joe Biden had made the same rambling remarks, word for word. Consider this excerpt:

"I say, 'What would happen if the boat sank from its weight and you're in the boat and you have this tremendously powerful battery and the battery's underwater, and there's a shark that's approximately 10 yards over there?' By the way, a lot of shark attacks lately. Do you notice that? A lot of shark ... I watched some guys justifying it today: 'Well, they weren't really that angry. They bit off the young lady's leg because of the fact that they were not hungry, but they misunderstood who she was.' These people are crazy."

Coming from Biden, that exact statement might have prompted calls from across the political spectrum for him to drop out of the race. From Trump, it was a blip that barely registered. I've previously called this dynamic "the banality of crazy": Trump's ludicrous statements are ignored precisely because they're so routine--and routine occurrences don't drive the news. They are the proverbial "dog bites man" stories that get ignored by the press. Except that even this truism breaks down when it comes to the asymmetry between coverage of Trump and Biden: Based on Google News tallies, the news story about Biden's dog biting a Secret Service agent spurred far more press coverage than Trump saying that he would order shoplifters to be shot without a trial if he became president.

Brian Klaas: Trump floats the idea of executing Joint Chiefs Chairman Milley

Still, Trump appears to be benefiting from the sheer superfluity of crazy. At rallies, the former president makes stream-of-consciousness statements that would raise questions about the mental acuity of anyone who said them at, say, the tail end of a night at a neighborhood bar, but that somehow don't generate the same level of concern within the press or the Republican Party when Trump says them in front of a cheering crowd. By contrast, when Biden makes a gaffe--mixing up a name or a date rather than, for example, suggesting that boats sink because they're heavy--questions arise about his mental fitness to be president. A president who occasionally misspeaks is far less worrying than one who purveys delusional fantasies and conspiracy theories. Biden may gaffe, but he lives in reality; Trump often doesn't.

Today, a prominent New York Times columnist called on one of the two candidates to drop out. Astonishingly, it wasn't the authoritarian felon who inspired a violent mob to attack the Capitol, tried to overturn a democratic election, has been banned from doing business in New York due to fraud--and yet again showcased his loose grip on reality by ranting about sharks.
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Elon Musk's Big Tesla Campaign

Does Musk need the company as much as it needs him?

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.


Tesla fueled Elon Musk's ascent to astronomical wealth and fame. But now, as he lords over six companies and continues to grow his empire, will Tesla go from crown jewel to just another project?


First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A wild plan to avert catastrophic sea-level rise
 	The mystique of Ozempic is growing.
 	Tom Nichols: Let's talk about Trump's gibberish.




"An Asset and a Liability"

Elon Musk is rallying his supporters. In recent weeks, Musk has been posting on X pushing investors to vote on a pay package that a judge threw out in January, in part for board members' failures to disclose potential conflicts of interest. He has dangled a Tesla-factory tour in front of those who vote, and declared that those who vote against him are "oathbreakers." In January, he threatened to take his AI talents elsewhere if Tesla doesn't give him what he wants. We will learn tomorrow whether shareholders support his pay package--stock payouts worth an estimated $46 billion.

Back in 2018, when Tesla was just a slice of its current self, its board agreed to give Musk--who does not receive a salary--a major chunk of the company if he hit certain ambitious milestones such as pushing its market capitalization to $650 billion. "Musk met all of those benchmarks and did so early," Christina Sautter, a law professor at Southern Methodist University, wrote in an email. (The company's value has since fallen under that mark.)

At this point, Musk is "both an asset and a liability" to the company that made him a billionaire, Margaret O'Mara, a historian at the University of Washington who studies Silicon Valley, told me. "Tesla is what it is because of Elon and because of his outsized persona," she said. Musk's public image--or "the Elon mystique," as O'Mara called it--was key to cranking up Tesla's stock price (its stocks have tumbled recently, but are still dramatically higher than they were in 2018). His volatile behavior and propensity for posting about controversial issues, often in offensive ways, may alienate customers. Still, O'Mara said, Musk seems to think that Tesla needs him more than he needs Tesla.

That may be true. Musk's attention has lately been divided: He keeps himself busy through a well-documented array of personal, political, parental, and business entanglements. Tesla is now just one of several companies in the "Muskonomy" over which he presides, which includes SpaceX and X, and he has in recent years diverted staff and resources from Tesla to other firms.

Things have been bumpy at Tesla this year--the aging company has seen layoffs, recalls, and dipping sales as competitors start to catch up in the electric-vehicle market it helped create. Its long-anticipated Cybertruck has faced various technical issues, and in April, the company agreed to recall some 4,000 of them. Still, the Tesla board--stocked with Musk allies--supports his pay package, openly attempting to use it to help keep his eye on the ball. "If Tesla is to retain Elon's attention and motivate him to continue to devote his time, energy, ambition and vision to deliver comparable results in the future, we must stand by our deal," the director of the Tesla board wrote in a letter to shareholders. "This is obviously not about the money," she added (a statement that struck me as not so obvious given the amount of money involved). Tesla did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

Musk may not need that money--his shares in Tesla, even if his 2018 pay package is not reinstated, are worth well over $70 billion--but he wants it. Though it's not clear if a show of shareholder support in tomorrow's vote would actually sway the judge to overturn her past ruling, that's what he and his allies are aiming for. Musk is facing pushback: Some financial advisers have counseled their clients to vote no, and the California Public Employees' Retirement System, a massive pension fund, has signaled that it would vote against the compensation. The $1.7 trillion Norwegian sovereign wealth fund, Tesla's eighth-largest shareholder, has also said that it would vote no. Musk, responding to the news on X, deemed that decision "not cool."

But he has the board behind him, and some powerful shareholders too. As one investor in favor of the pay package argued, "Tesla is Elon." What's less clear is whether Elon is Tesla--or if his ambitions have swelled beyond the brand that accelerated his fame.

Related:

	Elon Musk is spiraling. (From 2023)
 	Demon mode activated (From 2023)




Today's News

	The House voted to hold Attorney General Merrick Garland in contempt of Congress for refusing to provide audio recordings from Special Counsel Robert Hur's interview with President Joe Biden.
 	The Southern Baptist Convention, the largest Protestant denomination in the U.S., voted against the use of in vitro fertilization.
 	Oklahoma Supreme Court upheld a lower court's decision to dismiss a lawsuit that called for the last known survivors of the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre to be compensated for damages.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Soon, a million-mile electric vehicle may be a reality--if car companies will let it happen, Matteo Wong writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Timo Lenzen for The Atlantic



The Constitutional Case Against Exclusionary Zoning

By Joshua Braver and Ilya Somin

America is suffering from a severe housing shortage, and one of the main culprits is exclusionary zoning: regulations that restrict the amount and type of housing that property owners are allowed to construct on their land. Exclusionary zoning slows economic growth, severely limits economic mobility, and imposes burdens that disproportionately fall on racial minorities.
 No one simple solution to this problem exists. But a crucial tool may lie in the Constitution.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Brian Klaas: Trump rants about sharks, and everyone just pretends it's normal.
 	Quinta Jurecic: Trump's one constant
 	Can a robot map a planet as well as a human can?
 	Photo: Scenes from China's 2024 Dragon Boat festival




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Read. These eight books dispense practical advice if you're in a creative slump.

Watch. Richard Linklater's 2011 film, Bernie (available to stream on Tubi), understands the dangers of despising people who are not like you.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many of Elon Musk's extracurricular activities are closely tied to his business interests. As The New York Times reported last month, his relationships with right-wing world leaders have helped him reap business advantages in new markets: "No other American megabillionaire businessperson has so publicly fostered ideological relationships with world leaders to advance personal politics and businesses."

-- 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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How to Take--And Give--Criticism Well

Being able to accept a bad review and use it constructively is not just an essential life skill; it will also make you happier.

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.

We live in the age of popular criticism. Search a doctor's name on the internet, and you will quickly find patient assessments of their abilities and bedside manner. Before buying an item even as humdrum as paper clips on Amazon, you can find hundreds of reviews, some extensively detailed, others succinctly vitriolic. You can post on social media that a celebrity's haircut is bad, and you stand a decent chance that he will actually see your snark.

In my own business, student evaluations are taken with deadly seriousness. As one academic colleague quips, professors today are treated like a Denny's on Yelp. Google yourself and your professional rep, and you may find that opinions are ... mixed.

We all love to criticize. Unfortunately, we also hate being criticized. That leads to a happiness problem in the giant, constant, panoramic review that is the experience of modern life. We post and comment on others with abandon, but feel aggrieved at the way others assess us, both online and in person. The world seems unlikely to change anytime soon. Fortunately, though, each of us can change how we give and take criticism, in ways that will make us less likely to harm others, more immune to taking offense, and better able to benefit from feedback--even when it is negative.

Read: Critics of critics should be criticized

Criticism is defined as judgment of the merits and faults of something or someone in written or spoken form. Technically, this can include compliments, but that isn't what concerns us here. What vexes us is criticism of the negative variety, even when well-intentioned--so-called constructive criticism, which means to provide guidance so we can improve. Worst of all is destructive criticism, which aims to hurt or damage.

Criticism of either type is intrinsically hard to accept because of the way our brains process it. In 2013, a team of neuroscientists writing in the journal PLOS One showed that criticism stimulates the regions of the brain involved in social cognition more than those involved in cognition control itself. In other words, the recipient of criticism might be attempting to understand the beliefs and feelings of the critic rather than assessing the criticism itself. When someone says your work isn't good enough, your natural first thought may be They must not like me, rather than What can I do to improve it?

Some people react more negatively than others to criticism. People most sensitive are those who score low in self-esteem and high in neuroticism, who are fearful of negative evaluation, and who are generally pessimistic. This isn't too surprising, in that those already high in negative emotion will feel worse than average about being confronted with negative feedback. Competitiveness turns out to matter a lot as well: Research from 2012 showed that highly competitive people tend to work harder after receiving destructive feedback, but their performance suffers. One explanation for this may be that competitive people angrily want to prove the critic wrong, as opposed to carefully trying to better themselves.

One interesting finding from the research relates to narcissists, whom psychologists commonly classify as overt or covert. Overt narcissists are loud and aggressive; they demand a lot of feedback--with a strong preference for the positive kind because they like to have their egos stroked, and usually disregard criticism when it is negative. Covert narcissists are just as self-involved, but more insecure; instead of dominating the people around them, they tend to be passive-aggressive and vengeful (and thus quite destructive). And as psychologists discovered in 2008, these covert narcissists are highly sensitive to criticism--more than non-narcissists--which leads them to ruminate more than average and experience more negative emotion. Based on this finding, one way to detect a covert narcissist in the workplace could be by an outsize negative reaction to normal criticism--such as, say, a need to go home for the day after a mixed performance review.

Arthur C. Brooks: You're not perfect

The culture of criticism, abetted by new technology, isn't going away. The only way to flourish in it, and despite it, is to adopt new habits of getting and giving critical feedback. The research offers us several rules for doing just that:

1. It's not personal (even when it's personal).
 When we receive criticism, we make it personal in two ways. First, we may naturally analyze the critic rather than the criticism. Second, we tend to consider the criticism a judgment on our inherent abilities, rather than on our performance. Interestingly, even among young children, research shows that viewing criticism as a judgment on one's abilities can lead to lower self-worth, lower positive mood, and less persistence at tasks. The solution is to set up an internal affirmation such as: "I don't care what this feedback says about the person giving it, and I choose not to see it as a personal attack on me. I will assess it on its face about the matter at hand--nothing more, nothing less." This won't save your feelings entirely, of course, but it is a helpful metacognitive approach--one that moves the focus from emotion to analysis. That enables you to judge the information on its merits (or lack thereof), as you would if it were about someone else.

2. Treat criticism like insider information.
 Once you depersonalize criticism in this way, you can start to see it for what it is: a rare glimpse into what outsiders think about your performance, and thus a potential opportunity to correct course and improve. Studies of student performance have shown that those who learn to use feedback actively tend to get better grades and have better study habits. If this doesn't come easily to you, one way to develop the grit to do so is to ask friends or colleagues whom you like and trust to form a critics' circle, reviewing one another's work and giving honest suggestions. I did this early in my public-speaking career, assembling a trusted "murder board" to give me feedback on speeches. Because I had empowered them to criticize my performance, I found it didn't hurt when they did. I got much better quickly--and lost much of my fear of critics.

3. Make criticism a gift, never a weapon.
 We all have to dispense criticism from time to time. For some--bosses, for example--doing so is part of the job, and failing to deliver criticism appropriately is evidence of malfeasance or incompetence. The key to criticizing to best effect is to remember the gift/weapon rule: If I am criticizing to help, I am doing it right; if I am doing it to harm, I am doing it wrong. To keep critical feedback in the first category, the research tells us that it should have five elements: the care of the recipient in mind; respectful delivery; good intentions; a pathway to improvement; and appropriate targeting of the recipient's needs. This is a lot to hold in your head. One CEO I know tries to remember how best to execute this before a tough employee evaluation by praying for the well-being of the recipient.

4. Praise in public, criticize in private.
 This rule is commonly attributed to the legendary football coach Vince Lombardi, who used it to motivate players. Research suggests that his intuition was correct: Scholars writing in 2014 showed that positive feedback given to students in public was 9 percent more motivating than when given privately, while negative feedback in private was 11 percent more motivating than in public. So what does that mean for your snippy Amazon reviews? Send them to the author directly, if you dare. Or better yet, don't send them at all--unless you truly intend them to be constructive.

Arthur C. Brooks: Listen to your own advice

If taking some of this advice--especially about how to accept criticism better--is particularly hard for you, you are in excellent company. Many of the most successful people in the world were laid low by run-of-the-mill criticism. Consider Isaac Newton. In 1672, at age 29, he published a paper on light and colors of which he was probably quite proud. Most critics received it favorably, save for one: Robert Hooke, a well-regarded scientist and inventor, who wrote a condescending critique of Newton's paper. As legend has it, Newton was so angry at Hooke that he slashed every portrait of Hooke he could find, which is why, per the tale, none exists today.

Most sources believe that the portrait-slashing part of the story is apocryphal. What rings true, however, is that taking criticism badly is more humiliating, ultimately, than the criticism itself. As with the enraged Newton, so it is for all of us: If instead we do the work to learn to accept negative feedback, our well-being will surely improve.
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What Americans Really Think About Immigration

The many factors that determine public opinion on the subject

by Jerusalem Demsas




Activists may not want to hear it, but the truth is immigration is a political loser. This is the sort of political analysis we've heard from centrist and liberal political operatives wary of repeating the mistakes of 2016. That was the year the British public voted to leave the European Union, sending shockwaves through the West. The Brexit vote was largely seen as driven by xenophobia--Leavers warned that remaining in the EU would allow migrants to flow unchecked across the channel. And across an ocean, many heralded Donald Trump's victory as proof that the American public was hostile to newcomers and would no longer tolerate significant levels of immigration.

But just last week, the Biden administration issued a rule seeking to make it harder for people to request asylum in the United States. It's a decision made in the context of the president's tough reelection chances and reflects the hope some have that cracking down at the border could gain him some political points.

Attitudes toward immigration--particularly in the U.S.--are a lot more complicated than many political commentators would have you believe. Vaguely cracking down at the border often doesn't address the very real concerns people have about how immigration policy is working. Views of immigration are highly contingent on the method of entry and the perceived scarcity of jobs and housing--not to mention the country of origin of the incoming immigrants and the intangible feeling about whether the country "controls" its own borders or if people are gaming the system by coming illegally.

In this episode of Good on Paper, our guest is John Burn-Murdoch, a columnist and chief data reporter at the Financial Times. He helps me break down what influences public opinion on immigration.

"We only have this single word, immigration, to talk about this enormously varied phenomenon," Burn-Murdoch tells me. "I think [this] is really unhelpful for the debate because, generally speaking, whether we're looking at the U.S., the U.K., Europe, the concern that people have is not with people coming to work in the country; it's not with people coming to study in the country. It's a concern with people who are arriving in the country without any clear pathway into society, as it were, and this general sense that there is a lack of control over what's happening."

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Jerusalem Demsas: This is Good on Paper, a policy show that questions what we really know about popular narratives. I'm your host, Jerusalem Demsas, and this show was born out of my writing here at The Atlantic.

Over the years, I've written about a bunch of things--from the local politics of housing to the strange politics of student-debt-relief efforts--and the throughline of many of my articles has been a nagging feeling that there was something wrong with the broad narratives that defining a particular public conversation or policy debate.

On this show, there's no one "right answer" we're trying to find. And, of course, all facts are subject to interpretation. And you'll hear a lot of my and others' opinions.

But the goal is to make arguments based on research and data, to poke holes where narratives have gone beyond the facts, and, occasionally, to give narratives their due. After all, many of them exist for good reason.

Today's episode is about a topic I have thought about a lot: immigration.

In recent years, one overarching narrative has seemed to define the political debate, and that is that immigration is seen as a loser for the left and a winner for the right.

This narrative has been hard at work in the Biden administration and among our congressional representatives.

[Music]

Just last week, President Biden issued a rule that seeks to make it more difficult for people trying to seek asylum to do so. His new order mirrors that of Trump-era policies he once condemned. This about-face is clearly political. Biden's poll numbers against Trump are concerning to the White House, and immigration has long been a sore spot. Many believe that cracking down at the border is a good way to improve Biden's reelection chances.

But does that theory make sense?

Now, this episode was taped before this latest move from Washington, but the political theory underpinning that decision is very much based on the popular narrative we're exploring here today. It's one we see here in the U.S. and across an ocean, where my guest today is based.

John Burn-Murdoch is a columnist and chief data reporter at the Financial Times who has written about public opinion and immigration in really compelling ways. And as someone who loves good data visualization, I think he's also a great person to follow on Twitter.

Let's dive in.

[Music]

John, welcome to the show.

John Burn-Murdoch: Thank you for having me.

Demsas: So I've been thinking about this topic for a really long time because I feel like this is one of those meta-political narratives that I was taken in by at first, and then started thinking this doesn't really fully make sense. But I feel like since 2015 or 2016, there has been this conventional wisdom that's built particularly among center-left political pundits or folks who are trying to win elections or political observers that activists may not like it, but immigration is a political loser. The electorate hates immigration.

You have to be anti-immigration in order to win elections. That's just the way it goes, no matter what cosmopolitans in New York City or London want to tell you. And that building narrative really felt like it went into overdrive in 2016. Did you see that, too?

Burn-Murdoch: Yeah, it's super interesting. And one of the reasons I've been looking forward to this conversation is, I think, the number of times I'm probably going to overstate something and then backtrack and then restate something because the whole debate is so interesting and so nuanced, and there are so many different layers to it.

So to start with the actual question you asked me: Yeah, I think a hundred percent, right? Brexit in the U.K. in 2016, which was our implosion just before Trump's election, was almost the perfect distillation of exactly this. You had a sky-high concern over immigration, and--numbers in the U.K., for example--this was regularly coming out as the single issue that people were more concerned about than anything else. And that was true, crucially, not just among your more right-leaning, more immigration-anxious people. This was true across the U.K.--people in the center and many people on the left, as well.

This was coming off the back of the European migrant crisis in 2015, where huge, huge, huge numbers of refugees, asylum seekers were turning up in Southern Europe. So there was this huge sense that this was the issue of the day. And this is true, however you look at it, as well.

So big surveys were done in the aftermath of the U.K.'s vote to leave the EU, where people were asked, What were the factors motivating their decision? And however you looked at it, whether you looked at what option people ticked from a predefined list, or whether you just let them speak or write all of their thoughts and then tallied up what got mentioned the most, the dominant things by a mile were immigration and a broader sense of control. So a hundred percent, this was the issue of the day.

There was a real sense that this was what had determined the results of the EU referendum. And there's all sorts of solid academic analysis that's been done on this issue, as well--much broader than just the U.K.--showing that this really has been, over the last 15 or so years, a very genuine, rising concern among the public and something that has enabled or empowered the rise of a lot of right-wing parties.

Demsas: Yeah, I think that, obviously from an American context, which has largely been seen both in polling and just broadly in culture as a more immigrant-friendly place than the rest of the world. And I remember seeing Brexit when it happened and, you know, I was surprised by the result, like many people who were just lightly following it from the U.S. But maybe this doesn't have broader narratives for everyone.

But then in the U.S., it really became clear with the election of Donald Trump, and seeing what people were saying was a huge concern for them around immigration. And I think, really importantly--because a lot of this conversation is going to be trying to complicate this narrative a bit--part of the reason this narrative is really taking hold is that politics happens at the margins, right?

So when elections are happening, elected officials or candidates--or even reporters, in many cases--are not always thinking about the staunch supporters of either party. They're really fixed on the people who are going to be persuadable, whether they're swing voters or these are individuals who seem heterodox in some other way.

And those people, it seems like there was, especially at this point in time, an increasing amount of concern about immigration and whether there had been too much, or whether the country had lost control of its ability to control its own borders. And I think that that's why it really took off and got ahead of its skis here and became a characterization of the entire electorate, rather than just like, Oh, this is a question about who is a marginal voter.

Burn-Murdoch: Yeah, I think that's a hundred percent right. And one thing we need to say here, as well, is that there is actually--at least up until around the 2016 period in the U.K., but also more broadly across countries--there's actually a fairly good relationship between actual immigration levels and the extent to which people are concerned about immigration.

So it can be easy for immigration liberals to say, Look. This is all a concoction of the media, and certain politicians or media organizations decide to turn up the button on immigration, and that's what causes concern. And we'll come in the course of the conversation onto the extent to which that can be true. But I think it's important for immigration liberals to recognize that people--to a broad extent, and certainly until relatively recently--are responding to the actual situation on the ground rather than just what they're being told through various filters.

Demsas: Yeah, I think this is a place where we're going to have an interesting conversation because that decoupling is actually more than you're saying here--because, to me, when I look at the electorate, I actually see large divergence between the literal numbers of the border and concern around immigration.

So October of last year, for instance, you see really high numbers at the Southwest border encounters. It's some of the highest that we've seen the entire year. But just 13 percent of Americans are saying, according to Gallup, that immigration is a top issue, and the economy is way outranking that.

But I do think that, in many ways, it is decoupled. There's evidence from when there were rising numbers of minors coming to the border in 2014 in the U.S. We had this huge crisis that the Obama administration was dealing with, and there was all this conversation around all these unaccompanied minors coming here, and: It's a way of gaming the system, and it's really unfair. And when it all came and tallied up, it was just 69,000 over the entire course of the time period of 2014 where you were seeing a number of unaccompanied minors.

And so to me, I think this decoupling has actually been around for a while. But the reason why I want to talk to you is because you're seeing this as a new phenomenon, this decoupling between the number of border encounters or immigrants coming to the country and public opinion. And you did a story about this last December, so I'm hoping you can tell us a little bit about that.

Burn-Murdoch: Yeah. And look, I should stress: When I say that the concern with immigration tends to be related to the real situation on the ground, what I mean by that is it does seem to be related to the situation on the ground by some definition. For example, when you're talking about children at the border, that was a real event. And just now, in the U.K. over recent months, for example, there has been a real increase in the numbers of people arriving in the U.K., having crossed the channel in small boats.

But the idea that it's a simple numbers game, that just doesn't seem to be the case anymore. And this is one of the key things, which is that the fact that we only have this single word, immigration, to talk about this enormously varied phenomenon, I think, is really unhelpful for the debate.

Because, generally speaking, whether we're looking at the U.S., the U.K., Europe, the concern that people have is not with people coming to work in the country; it's not with people coming to study in the country. It's a concern with people who are arriving in the country without any clear pathway into society, as it were, and this general sense that there is a lack of control over what's happening.

The U.K. is a perfect example of this because immigration to the U.K. over the last year or two has been the highest it's ever been. But if you look at the numbers of people who say that immigration is the single-biggest issue facing the country, those numbers are the same as they were about 25 years ago when immigration was lower.

And something I've always been envious of about the U.S. is: It strikes me--and you'll correct me if I'm wrong here--that America has always had a better conversation around this because it's a country of immigrants. There is a sense that people going to another country to seek a better future--to work, to contribute--is not only a good thing, but it's the ultimate thing for America. And so in America, from my viewpoint, there's quite a separate conversation about people coming to work with visas versus people turning up at the southern border.

And, I think, in the U.K., for a very, very, very long time until very recently, we were just smushing all of this together. And what we're maybe starting to benefit from now is that since leaving the European Union--and therefore having much more control or pretty much full control over who can and can't come into the country--we're now getting that better debate, which can allow for more precise discussions around what might need tightening up around the edges.

And that allows a lot of people who are, let's say, in the middle of the population--not especially immigration anxious and not open-border liberals--it allows that group of people to distinguish between the two things and say, Yeah, I'm a bit worried about the number of people who are coming over on small boats. This feels like a problem, but I don't have any problem with the numbers of people coming over to work in the healthcare system.

Demsas: There are two really important distinctions you made that I want to pull out there. One is this idea that people are responding to real events, but that their response to real events doesn't mean that their opinion is tracking with immigration numbers. There is an increased number of people coming to the U.S. There are increased numbers of people coming to the U.K. And there is media coverage of that, and so people are informed of that. And that's real. It's not being made up.

But, even though that's true, it doesn't mean that you can respond and say, Oh, there's a lever I can push--imaginary lever--of less and more immigrants, and that will track public opinion. That's not how it goes. I think that's a really important conceptual framing that you have in your article.

And the second thing is--and I think it's funny, you know--here in the U.S., you can get so into this insular debate about where we are in immigration that you forget the larger context that the U.S. is, by international accounts, a really immigrant-friendly country. That is not how it is described in recent years anymore, because that's been a central political debate.

And just for our American listeners here, when you're looking at the U.S., even right now, there's not a majority of the country that thinks that immigration levels should decrease. Sixty-eight percent of Americans think that immigration, on the whole, is a good thing for the country. And 41 percent say immigration levels should decrease, whereas 31 percent are comfortable with current levels, and 26 percent say they want that increased.

And when you look at what the actual immigration levels are for this time period, right--and I'm looking at the [Customs Border Protection] data, "Nationwide Encounters," fiscal year 2022--you're seeing 2.7 million people coming into the United States over that year. And that's really high. That's a significant increase.

And yet when you look at the number of people that are saying, Yeah, I'm just comfortable with what's going on, and, I'm willing to see that number increase, I don't think they know the actual number. I don't think they're saying, I think that 1 million or 2 million or 500,000 is the right number of people to come in. They're just reacting to what their perception is about how immigration is affecting their lives, and so I think that's really an important corrective for this.

But so the reason why--and I think you're getting at this here--is complicating the question of what immigration is: what types of immigration people have issues with, when people become more or less amenable to immigration, when they feel concerned about it. Because when I started really investigating this question is when I started looking at the poll numbers around welcoming Ukrainian refugees in the U.S.

By late September, after Russia invaded Ukraine, almost 50,000 Ukrainians had been welcomed into the U.S., and another 80,000 were expected to arrive by the end of the year, and they did. At the time, polling from Gallup found that 78 percent of Americans approved of this plan. And I looked at that number and I was just like, That seems wild. 

How are people deciding when and where and what factors make someone more amenable to immigration? Method of entry seems really, really important. What have you seen in the U.K. about how people enter into the country really shaping attitudes towards immigration?

Burn-Murdoch: Hundred percent, yeah. There are several factors here.

One is the method of entry. Has this person arrived here with permission? Basically, I think it comes down to that. Is this someone who the U.K., the government, the home office, they're aware of this person, they've looked at the papers and said, Yep, all good? So that is a big part of this. It really, really, really comes back to--again and again--again this issue of control over who's coming in. So that's a big part of it.

Another part that I think is specifically true when we're talking about, for example, the Afghan translators for the U.S. or the Hong Kongers coming to the U.K., there's a sense, almost, of duty to allies here that I think comes into this. It's harder to put an exact number on that because, generally, the research in this space focuses on the broader issues rather than thinking about these foreign-policy-related situations.

But with Hong Kong and Afghanistan, in particular, there's this real sense of, We owe these people something, or in the case of the British Hong Kongers, it's a sense of, You're essentially one of us already. I mean, there were huge numbers of British people who, in 2022 and '23, hosted Ukrainian refugees in their own families, so there was this real sense of, Hey, look. I'm thinking about this purely as helping out someone who's helped us out, as it were.

Demsas: Yeah. Hong Kong was wild to me. I mean, Boris Johnson--famous Leaver, obviously someone who was very critical of high levels of immigration--he announces, basically, that anyone with a British passport in Hong Kong, anyone who's eligible in Hong Kong to get one, which is over 2.5 million people, roughly almost 3 million people, could come. And just 10 percent of respondents to a poll in the U.K. opposed that program. That, to me, is really interesting.

Burn-Murdoch: Yeah. I will say one thing--and this is not something I'm putting on you--but sometimes there's a tendency in the U.S. to conflate Boris Johnson and Donald Trump. They both have crazy hair. They certainly share some of their politics and some of their mannerisms.

But Johnson has been this slightly strange figure, in that he was a very popular mayor of London for several years in the 2010s. And on many issues, he is just a classical liberal and also, in some areas, almost libertarian. So Johnson's approach to the Hong Kong situation didn't really, necessarily, feel contradictory in that sense. But, certainly, the party that he built around him included a lot of much more hardline people on immigration, where that policy certainly would have looked more surprising.

But just coming back to the original question, again, I think so much of this comes down to the sense of control, but then also the sense of, Are these people going to be contributing to society? And this I think is where the contrast between what we see in the U.K. and the U.S., and what we see in continental Europe, for example, is really, really striking. Something that I think, again, a lot of listeners probably won't appreciate is that the sentiment towards immigration in continental Europe is significantly more negative than it is in Britain and America.

So if we look at--it's kind of whatever question you ask. There are variants, which ask, Has immigration been good for this country or not? And that's a classic one, where you'll see U.K., U.S., Canada, Ireland down at the bottom end; France, Germany, and Italy at the top end.

But countries like Sweden--which I think most people think of as the progressive bastions--you get a really interesting contrast where people will say, if you ask them, Do you like immigrants? Do you approve of immigration in the abstract? they'll say yes. And then if you ask them, How has this gone for Sweden? they'll say not good.

And when you dig deeper into what's happening with immigration in Europe, a lot of this starts to make sense. So if we look at things like the employment or unemployment rates of the native-born people versus those arriving from overseas, you just get this consistent pattern that comes up time and time again, which is that in English-speaking countries, generally people arriving from overseas are more well educated than the native born. They are just as likely to be employed. They're often more likely to be employed in skilled work. They're less likely to have dropped out of school at high school.

Generally, across the board, there are some examples in the U.S.--in particular, actually--where there's a slight exception, whereas if you look at France, Germany, Spain, Italy, Sweden, Denmark, and so on, you tend to see the complete opposite, which is that the immigrant populations in these countries are much less well educated than the native-born population.

Some people on the right generally respond to this and say, Well, it's clearly because of the type of people who are coming to these countries. And just from the outset, I think, clearly there is an element to an extent that is true, but there are a couple of caveats I add to that. One is that a very large part of this is about language. So it's actually, I think, more about language than necessarily about skills.

Demsas: And by language, do you include culture in that, or do you mean literally just, Can you speak the language?

Burn-Murdoch: Mainly just speaking the language.

Demsas: Okay.

Burn-Murdoch: So the reason I say that is if you look at the numbers of people, of immigrants arriving in different countries who have very good proficiency in the language of the country they've moved to or have very, very bad [proficiency].

In English-speaking countries, as one might expect, this is a global language with huge soft power. You know, people who are watching TV shows, it's often in English. As a result, the immigrants who turn up in English-speaking countries, very few of them don't speak the language, whereas in the majority of European countries, you get significantly higher numbers who don't.

But to dismiss it all as being an accident of geography and history, as it were, and say, Well, you've just happened to have had this situation, I think is also an oversimplification, because, arguably, most important of all is what happens between the first generation and subsequent generations of an immigrant community in a country.

And when you look at the socioeconomic outcomes of immigrants in countries like the U.K. and U.S., you consistently see in pretty much any group that the children of the first generation of immigrants have better outcomes than their parents: higher incomes, higher employment rates. That kind of thing. Whereas if you look at countries like France and Germany, for a lot of groups, there's no progress, or for some, there's even a slight move backwards.

That is almost the worst-case scenario for a country here because, just on a basic socioeconomic level, there's a sense from the immigration-anxious portion of the population that, Well, these people aren't fitting in. But also within those communities, you then start to get this sense of, Hey, why aren't we fitting in? Why do we feel like a separate part of this culture?

You get some people turning, therefore, to things like crime. So I've been rambling for a while here, but I think it's just really important to get across the fact that what immigration looks like and what immigrants look like in these different countries is very, very varied. And public opinion and politics around immigration generally map quite well onto those different situations.

[Music]

Demsas: Okay, we're going to take a quick break. More with John when we get back.
 
 [Break]

Demsas: I think that part of what really interested me is the focus on when things become chaotic, right? Because what you started off saying at the beginning of this episode, around being people responding to real events, really resonates with what's happening the last couple years in the United States.

So cities like New York and Chicago--these are really welcoming to immigrants, yet there was a real turn against and anger at the local level about the migrant resettlement in their cities and the chaos that ensued. And it wasn't even--I mean, relative to the population, I don't know if I would notice, walking around New York City, whether there were 150,000 more people or not.

But what people did notice is that there were people sleeping on the streets in downtown Manhattan. What people did notice is that there were reports of, even, a school being used by migrants for shelter instead of housing local students for school, and hotels being taken up by migrants. And it really activated this anger.

And I remember I was doing some reporting on this, and I kept hearing from people how they separated out native-born homeless folks from migrant homeless in a way that was like--and they called them indigenous. It's indigenous homeless people versus migrant homeless people. And it really opens up where the real problem here is when you see a serious drain on state and local coffers as a result of migration.

That is a really important factor in this: if you can assimilate a bunch of people. Look at what happened with the experience of Ukrainians, where they were given work visas right away, and there was a lot of coordination between the federal and state government to get people here, and they were arriving at airports. They weren't coming to the Southern border and being bussed by Greg Abbott randomly without much coordination.

And I think that that chaos was really impactful because you see a place like New York City, like Chicago--very used to waves of immigrants, very liberal, usually very open--and that method of entry, despite relatively small numbers, really overwhelmed the city. You had Eric Adams, the mayor of New York, saying, Don't come here, which is not a thing that Democratic mayors of New York normally say to immigrants.

Burn-Murdoch: Yeah, I think that's a hundred percent correct. And again, it looks quite similar in the U.K.

In the lead-up to the EU referendum here, the areas of the country that voted to leave in their highest numbers were generally those where you had these two things in common: One was no history of immigration or very little history of immigration, and then a sudden and quite rapid influx in the years preceding the referendum. And generally that was an influx of lower-skilled people. And these were relatively poor parts of the country, so areas that were already quite stretched in terms of their resources.

So a hundred percent, people are looking at how this is playing out. And again, of course, this gets amplified by the media, and there are political opportunities here. But people are, generally, really sensing something real here. And, as you say, if the change is relatively slow, or not even necessarily slow but it's the changes--

Demsas: It feels gradual.

Burn-Murdoch: Exactly. It feels gradual because, coming back to the fact that this isn't strictly all about numbers, a shift of a certain number of people who all slot straight into the labor market, for example, is probably going to seem a lot less apparent than a significantly smaller shift of people who are, again, visibly in the streets all day.

So exactly what you're saying there. I think people are absolutely aware of what's playing out, and they're able to distinguish between these quite different situations. And that's why, I think, the fact that we're, hopefully, starting to be able to have these conversations about differences here and what works better and what works less well is, I think, just a good thing for discussions and for future policymaking in this whole space.

Demsas: Yeah, I feel like when people want to talk about this, there isn't a real problem that people are reacting to. There's a desire to cast all of the people who are frustrated with immigration as xenophobes instead of trying to disaggregate what their real concerns are and actually address them.

I thought this was really obvious to me in Ireland, recently. Ireland, as you mentioned, historically, it's a very welcoming country to immigrants. I mean, they have this history, nationally, of themselves being immigrants, especially to the U.S. And this past year, you've seen a lot of that shift, primarily because there's this huge housing crisis going on in Ireland, where it's so expensive to live.

I read this stat that the number of young people going to Australia to get a visa to work has skyrocketed because it's cheaper for people to find housing there. And when you set people up--this is one of the things that me and you talk about a lot in our own writing around housing costs and how that spurs an anti-growth sentiment when you have really, really skyrocketing cost of living primarily driven by shelter.

And when I look at the case of Ireland, clearly, what's going on here is that people are viewing their own cost of living going up, and then they're like, Why is the government bringing more people here to take care of when they're not even taking care of their own people?

Burn-Murdoch: Yeah, a hundred percent. The really interesting shift we're actually seeing, starting in the last couple of years, is, certainly in English-speaking countries, the hot-button topic around immigration shifting from jobs to houses.

So, again, in Europe, a lot of this is still jobs because there are poorer parts of Europe. And when there are lower-skilled immigrants coming in, there's a sense that this could put downward pressure on wages, whereas in the English-speaking world--where it's harder and harder to make those arguments about jobs and pay because they just haven't panned out that way--what we're seeing this shift towards is housing.

And it's funny that you mentioned Irish people are leaving for Australia, because I think any Australian would tell you that if you're coming to Australia for cheap housing, then things must be horrendously, horrendously bad where you are.

Demsas: (Laughs) Yes.

Burn-Murdcoh: But yeah, I think that's spot on. And this is another one where, as a migration liberal, it's simple supply and demand--that if you have more people coming into a country who are going to be competing for the same housing stock, there's just no two ways about it. That is adding pressure into an already very, very hot housing market. And, of course, generally, immigrants are moving towards the most dynamic cities in any given country, which is where these issues are already the most acute.

I think the one note I always like to add to this is that housing policy, of course, is something that governments, both national and local, have a huge amount of control over. And, of course, new-house building is notoriously unpopular, and that puts political pressure on and, therefore, a lot of stuff doesn't get built. But if you look at the statistics--

Demsas: And you're in the NIMBY capital of the world. I thought it was San Francisco, but then I went to London, and I was like, Nope. It's here! (Laughs)

Burn-Murdoch: Oh, yeah. A hundred percent. But what's really interesting is when you look at the two key numbers here: population growth and house building.

There are several countries in the Western world where the rate of population growth in the last 10 years has been higher than it has in the U.K., for example, but where they've built even more houses and, therefore, the number of people per household has continued to fall or houses per person has risen. So it's absolutely important that even progressives recognize that if you're a person who's worried about house prices and rents, and who wants more housing, then you also have to acknowledge that, of course, in terms of simple supply and demand, immigration puts some pressure on in this situation.

But I think it's, also, countries have a huge amount of control over the second part of that equation. And there are other countries, similarly rich countries, who are dealing with similar or even larger rates of population growth but are simply building more homes and, therefore, dealing with the situation.

Demsas: Yeah. I think it's such a problem, though, because demand is both more visible to people--growth in demand, growth in population. So demand for housing that feels more like, if you're like looking for a house, and you see that there's 30 people in line, you talk to someone in line, and they're from California and you're in Nashville, Tennessee, that feels really tangible to you. And it's very hard to see the supply side of the equation.

I think there's a truth to the fact that in the short run, increase in demand is really harmful. But we also have to admit that--given that construction jobs and the construction industry, at least in the United States, is highly driven by immigrant labor--there's also something to the equation there.

But we've talked a lot about housing, which is something that I'm going to do basically on every single podcast I host. But one thing that is also really important--we've touched on it a couple of times, but I don't think we've really addressed it--is: What is the role of the media in driving coverage on immigration?

My general sense of things when people rag on the media is, Well, you're reading it, you're watching it, so you're contributing to the demand of what you're looking at right there. But at the same time, you can't deny that there are efforts when people are trying to win elections or they think that there should be fewer immigrants in the country, for whatever political reason or project that they have, and they want to increase salience of the issues they care about. And so I don't think it's necessarily, like, illicit project. It's just the way that media functions.

But in your sense, how does the media affect views on immigration? Because of the rise in right-wing media contingent there, too--I mean, how does that play into all of this?

Burn-Murdoch: It's a tricky one to unpack. So, what's always tricky with this media stuff is: To what extent is the media reflecting versus shaping public opinion?

And the U.K. has been an interesting case study here because between around 1990 and 2015-16--so just before the EU referendum--two things were true. It was true that the percentage of people saying that immigration was one of the most pressing issues in the U.K. and the actual number of people arriving in the U.K. tracked each other very, very closely. So that's, like, a 25-year period where you could look at that and say, Okay, what seems to be happening here is the numbers of people arriving are driving concern.

But then after the EU referendum, those two lines completely diverged, and the numbers of people coming to the U.K. continued to be pretty high. They actually rose. But the number of people saying that immigration was one of the top issues just fell off a cliff. It went from sort of 45 percent to 10 percent at the same time as the actual numbers of immigration were rising.

And now, if you swap out the actual immigration numbers, though, and swap in the percentage of headlines in the Daily Mail, which is a right-leaning newspaper in the U.K.--if you swap in the number of times the Daily Mail runs stories about immigration, then not only do the two lines rise together between 1990 and 2015, but they also fall together between 2015 and 2020.

So looking at that would certainly suggest that what the public are expressing concerns about is a reflection of what's being covered in the media. However, some social scientists who've looked at this stuff--their pushback on that is, Well, it's not just that people suddenly stopped caring about immigration after 2015-16. It's that other concerns pushed that down the list, as it were.

So the U.K., for the next three years, was completely obsessed with, Okay, what's Brexit going to look like? There was also, of course, then the pandemic, where COVID pushed all the other concerns down. So some people have looked at this and said, Well, maybe immigration actually did remain a big concern in line with numbers. It's just that people were concerned about even more things.

Now, I'm pretty skeptical of that. That's partly just because the drop-off was so steep--the drop-off in concern with immigration, that is. Sorry. It's partly because when you look at levels of concern with immigration in 2008-09--i.e. during the midst of a generational financial crisis--concern with immigration was still high then, even though you had all of this other stuff going on around you.

And then the third reason I mention this is that the U.K. and U.S. are both right now dealing with all these other things: the cost-of-living crisis, economic sentiment in general. And yet right now, in the U.S., about 27-28 percent of people put immigration as the number-one concern, whereas in the U.K., it's only 11 percent. So that's a long-winded way of saying it looks like the media and political discussion around immigration is doing more than just reflecting actual numbers and is also doing more to drive concern than the actual numbers.

Demsas: Yeah, I mean, it's obviously a multifactorial, dynamic process. And the media's reactions to things, even the idea of the media as a whole, is difficult to talk about in meaningful ways. You can think about average effects, but even then you're obscuring so much difference that's going on.

In general, when I think about how the media reacts to events, it is often driven by things that are visually alarming. So if you have something that is visually alarming, it often will attract a ton of attention, even over stories that may have a larger impact. And so when you actually had a caravan or the bus or whatever that people were tracking, that was media bait. That's just the sort of thing that CNN wants to just cover for 10 hours a day.

And then, obviously very similar to that, when you have folks literally sleeping on the floors of police precincts in Chicago when there were not enough places for them to be housed, that is also something that is really visually arresting and can grab viewers and maybe then gets over-covered in a way that may not otherwise be commensurate to how much of an impact that it's having on, you know--or the number of flows or whatever.

And so I can see that many ways that you would end up having media attention focus on things that are visually arresting. But then, it becomes a weird question because the things that are visually arresting are the things that people care about, right? That's the sort of thing that people's attention gravitates towards. So yeah, I definitely think that the question of this media involvement is interesting, and I think it's definitely something that there's been a bunch more research about but is really, really unsettled.

But this seems like a great place to wrap up. Always our final question: What is something that was good on paper originally but maybe didn't pan out for you in the end?

Burn-Murdoch: Right. So the question here is how completely off-piste can I go here?

Demsas: Go completely off-base. It usually is, actually.

Burn-Murdoch: Okay. So the one I was thinking of was many, many, many years ago. I was, I think, 18 or 19 years old, and I'd just been around a friend's house in the next little village outside the town I lived in. And I was heading back home late in the afternoon, maybe early evening, and I thought, Right, there's two ways I can get home here. I was on my bicycle, and I thought, Right, I can either go the long, winding way, or I go on these slightly bigger roads, but much quicker. And I thought, Well, I've got to get home soon. I'm going to go the quicker route. And so I set off cycling along this road.

And the road started getting a little bit busier, and then some of the signage on the road started changing. And, basically, about halfway through this 30-minute journey, I realized this road had turned into a motorway--

Demsas: Oh, my God.

Burn-Murdoch: --which is, in U.S. speak, one of the main highways, six lanes kind of thing. And about a couple of minutes after I realized the situation, I then realized that I was being pulled over by the police--

Demsas: Oh, God. (Laughs.)

Burn-Murdoch: --for cycling on this road. And, luckily for me, the police were very kind and basically said, Get off your bike. Come off at the next exit, and we'll leave it at that. And, luckily for me, the next exit was where I was going, anyway, so I got away with it.

Demsas: That's actually one of those stories that feels like it could have gone very badly.

Burn-Murdoch: Oh, yeah, in so many different ways.

Demsas: Well, I'm glad you're still with us, John, and thank you for coming on the show. I really appreciate it.

Burn-Murdoch: Thank you so much for having me. I really enjoyed the conversation.

[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 do leave us a rating and review on Apple Podcasts. That's how people hear about the show. Or share it with a couple of friends who you think might like it, as well.

I'm Jerusalem Demsas, and we'll see you next week.
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Creators Are Fighting AI Anxiety With an 'LLM-Free' Movement

<em>Made by a human </em>is the new <em>100% Organic</em>

by Brian Merchant




As soon as Apple announced its plans to inject generative AI into the iPhone, it was as good as official: The technology is now all but unavoidable. Large language models will soon lurk on most of the world's smartphones, generating images and text in messaging and email apps. AI has already colonized web search, appearing in Google and Bing. OpenAI, the $80 billion start-up that has partnered with Apple and Microsoft, feels ubiquitous; the auto-generated products of its ChatGPTs and DALL-Es are everywhere. And for a growing number of consumers, that's a problem.



Rarely has a technology risen--or been forced--into prominence amid such controversy and consumer anxiety. Certainly, some Americans are excited about AI, though a majority said in a recent survey, for instance, that they are concerned AI will increase unemployment; in another, three out of four said they believe it will be abused to interfere with the upcoming presidential election. And many AI products have failed to impress. The launch of Google's "AI Overview" was a disaster; the search giant's new bot cheerfully told users to add glue to pizza and that potentially poisonous mushrooms were safe to eat. Meanwhile, OpenAI has been mired in scandal, incensing former employees with a controversial nondisclosure agreement and allegedly ripping off one of the world's most famous actors for a voice-assistant product. Thus far, much of the resistance to the spread of AI has come from watchdog groups, concerned citizens, and creators worried about their livelihood. Now a consumer backlash to the technology has begun to unfold as well--so much so that a market has sprung up to capitalize on it.



Take an April press release from Dove that proclaims, "One of the biggest threats to the representation of real beauty is Artificial Intelligence." The personal-care company was celebrating the 20th anniversary of its "Campaign for Real Beauty," a marketing effort that has aspired to showcase women from all walks of life, with no digital retouching. Dove marked the occasion by committing to "never use AI to represent real women." (The chief aim of such a statement was, of course, to generate publicity for Dove, and in that, it succeeded--the laudatory headlines came rolling in.) Around the same time, you may have seen a commercial with a clear anti-AI slant from Discover: "You robots are sounding more human every day!" Jennifer Coolidge tells a call-center employee. "At Discover, everyone can talk to a human representative," the worker replies.



Read: This is what it looks like when AI eats the world



These may be a Unilever subsidiary and a major credit-card company, respectively--not, in other words, organizations that we would normally look to for moral clarity--yet their ads are responding to real anxiety. And it's not just corporate ad campaigns: New companies are being built to cater to users disillusioned by generative AI. Cara, a social-media and portfolio app for artists, has explicitly prohibited users from showcasing AI-generated artwork in its terms of use since its launch, in 2023. It has seen an influx of users in recent weeks, after news broke that Meta, which owns Instagram, is automatically ingesting all public posts into its AI training data. The app briefly rose to the fifth spot on the iOS social-network chart, and went from 40,000 users to nearly 1 million in a matter of days.



"I want a platform that opts images out of scraping by default, that won't host AI media until data sets are ethically sourced and laws have passed to protect artists' work," Cara's founder, Jingna Zhang, told me. Users seem to want that too. In a June 2 post on Cara, the artist Karla Ortiz said, "I cant explain how good it feels to be on here and know that what I am seeing here is human made." The post has been liked 10,900 times so far. (Ortiz is a named plaintiff in a recent class-action lawsuit alleging that AI companies infringed on artists' copyrights.)



Perhaps her elation at finding harbor on an AI-battered internet shouldn't be surprising: As AI-generated content has proliferated online, so have concerns about the technology's quality, ethics, and safety. Generative-AI services are still prone to "hallucinate" and deliver false and unreliable information, they can be used to produce scams and misinformation, and they were trained on the work of nonconsenting creatives, the majority of whom have received no compensation. As such, a steady tick of companies, brands, and creative workers have taken to explicitly advertising their products and services as human-made. It's a bit like the organic-food labels that rose to prominence years ago, but for digital labor. Certified 100 percent AI-free.



Writers and media outlets are slapping disclaimers and "No AI" declarations on blogs and websites; an organization called Not by AI offers a downloadable badge that anyone can use (it claims that 264,000 webpages currently do so). A classical radio station in Omaha issued a "No AI" pledge, and the Perth Comic Arts Festival put out a statement banning AI-generated media from its event. Hashtags such as "#noai," "#notai," and "#noaiart" are deployed by users on Instagram--a modern take on the #nofilter trend that suggested that an image was presented without digital enhancements. The tech-journalism outlet 404 Media describes itself as AI free: "Media for humans, by humans." In a digital ecosystem overwhelmingly controlled by monopolistic tech companies such as Google and Meta, each of which is bent on deploying new AI products whether users want them or not, even these small declarations are ways to register a protest, signal discontent, and wave the flag for other AI skeptics to rally around.



Read: The new Luddites aren't backing down



All of that discontent, visible also in the Hollywood writers' strike that took aim at restricting the use of AI, class-action lawsuits such as the one Ortiz is participating in, and increased workplace organizing around AI in the gaming and journalism industries, has highlighted a widespread and earnest desire to keep work in human hands, and for high-quality, human-made art, writing, and services.



Yet it was, of all things, a tech start-up that hosted the first prominent "AI-free" marketing materials I came across, months ago, when I began following this new trend. Its backstory struck me as especially relevant and prescient.



Inqwire's site looks a lot like many of its peers', with a minimalist design and playful branding--in this case, for products such as a smart journal that "helps you identify and explore meaningful topics from your writing." But instead of advertising how it optimizes the latest AI technology, as most tech companies in 2024 are wont to do, it boasts of rejecting it entirely with a module in the middle of the homepage, complete with bolding for emphasis: "100% LLM-Free: Inqwire technology does not use Large Language Models (LLMs) and never presents chatbot or conversational interfaces that act human or imitate human experts."



"I've been heartened to see people saying 'I would pay for a service if it was LLM free," Jill Nephew, a founder of Inqwire, told me. "I definitely would." Nephew says that she was driven to make the LLM-free label for a number of reasons: She doesn't want to promote tools that could take people's jobs, she's not convinced LLMs are reliable as a business solution, and her early days working in a start-up in the first dot-com boom taught her that, ultimately, clients want sensible tools whose output they understand.



Read: I witnessed the future of AI, and it's a broken toy



Nephew told me that right after college, in the '90s, she took a job working on "black-box algorithms" for a company called Red Pepper Software, a hot start-up at the time. (The company was acquired by PeopleSoft, which was then acquired by Oracle.) It sold enterprise software intended to help companies optimize their manufacturing and distribution schedules. Clients often had no idea why the software was producing the results it did--a problem that persists in AI systems today. Nephew spent years helping to iron out the system, learning an important lesson, and one that echoes the problem that today's AI industry is facing: "People are initially wowed by all the promises of a super megabrain, but what they actually value is things that they can explain, defend, and make sense of. If they can't make sense of it, it's a nonstarter."



In other words, Nephew thinks the tech is overhyped and under-functional, that separating her company from the pack before the trend implodes is the smart move. Likewise, AnswerConnect, a Portland, Oregon-based call-center company, also trumpets a "People, Not Bots" tagline. It commissioned a report from the market-research agency OnePoll, which found that 78 percent of respondents "prefer to speak with a real person when they contact a company." If all that is true, then it makes sense to eschew AI in favor of human workers.



Behind all these AI-free labels lurks a question, one that rings out even louder as the limitations of generative AI become painfully clear, as the companies responsible for it become more ethically compromised: What is the AI-generated variety for? People generally prefer humans in customer service over AI and automated systems. AI art is widely maligned online; teens have taken to disparaging it as "Boomer art." AI doesn't offer better products, necessarily: It just offers more, and for less money. Are we willing to trade away humanity for that?



In the 2000s, the organic and GMO-free labels were a reaction to concerns about sustainability, pesticides, and factory farming; organic food labels were supposed to designate quality vis-a-vis the badly made stuff. But there's a lesson here--there is of course a limit to the branding. The organic label is costly to obtain and hard to verify--rendering it meaningless in many cases--and gave rise to enterprises such as Whole Foods that have traded in the branding at little discernible nutritional benefit.



The richest companies on Earth are pushing generative-AI output as cheaper, easier-to-produce alternatives to human art and services--and a few ad campaigns from the Doves and Discovers aren't going to stop them. Put up the badges, ring the AI-free bells, and absolutely build alternative platforms for those seeking refuge from predatorily trained LLMs -- but if we want to preserve a human economy for creative goods and services, we're going to have to fight for it too.
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The Constitutional Case Against Exclusionary Zoning

America is suffering from a severe housing shortage. A crucial tool may lie in the Constitution.

by Joshua Braver, Ilya Somin

America is suffering from a severe housing shortage, and one of the main culprits is exclusionary zoning: regulations that restrict the amount and type of housing that property owners are allowed to construct on their land. Exclusionary zoning slows economic growth, severely limits economic mobility, and imposes burdens that disproportionately fall on racial minorities.

No one simple solution to this problem exists. But a crucial tool may lie in the Constitution: the takings clause of the Fifth Amendment. The clause requires that, when the government takes "private property," it must pay "just compensation" (usually the fair market value of the property rights taken). As we argue in a forthcoming Texas Law Review article, because exclusionary zoning severely restricts property owners' right to use their land, we believe that it qualifies as such a taking, and is therefore unconstitutional unless the government pays compensation. Consistent enforcement of this interpretation would severely constrain exclusionary zoning, limiting it to cases where policy makers believe the benefits are worth the costs of paying compensation--and where they have the resources to do so.

Just as there is substantial cross-ideological agreement on the policy aspects of zoning reform, there can be similar broad agreement on the constitutional dimension of this issue. One of us, Ilya Somin, is a libertarian sympathetic to originalism. The other, Joshua Braver, is a progressive living constitutionalist. We differ on many things, but agree here.

The most significant type of exclusionary-zoning restriction is single-family-home zoning, which restricts housing construction in an area to homes that house only one family. Some 70 percent of all land zoned for residential use in the United States is limited to single-family residences only. Other types of exclusionary-zoning restrictions in many areas include minimum lot sizes, parking mandates, height restrictions, and more.

M. Nolan Gray: Cancel zoning

Exclusionary zoning severely reduces the housing supply in many jurisdictions, thereby preventing people from moving to areas where they could find better jobs and educational opportunities. It also increases homelessness by pricing poor residents out of the housing market. Exclusionary zoning causes enormous harm.

In an important recent study, the economists Gilles Duranton and Diego Puga found that abolition of zoning restrictions in seven major urban areas would increase America's GDP by almost 8 percent. That's because zoning blocks many people from moving to areas where they would be more productive. Even many current homeowners in severely restricted areas stand to benefit from zoning reform. They can gain from the resulting growth and innovation, and from lower housing costs for their children, among other things. For these and other reasons, curbing exclusionary zoning unites progressives, such as the members of President Joe Biden's Council of Economic Advisers and the former Obama CEA chair Jason Furman, with libertarian-leaning free marketeers like Edward Glaeser of Harvard and Bryan Caplan of George Mason University.

Exclusionary zoning also has a horrible history of racism and classism. In Buchanan v. Warley (1917), the Supreme Court ruled that explicitly zoning neighborhoods by race was unconstitutional. But as scholars such as Richard Rothstein and Jessica Trounstine have documented, many jurisdictions got around the decision by enacting facially neutral laws that effectively excluded poor minorities by making it impossible for them to afford housing in the area. Many jurisdictions similarly priced out white poor people as well.

In 1926, the Supreme Court upheld such practices in Village of Euclid v. Ambler Realty Company, despite the district court's warning that doing so would empower local governments "to classify the population and segregate them according to their income or situation in life." Judge David C. Westenhaver of the Ohio District Court also presciently warned that the decision would result in racial segregation. Euclid was a terrible mistake, one the Supreme Court should fix.

And it can do so: When the Bill of Rights was enacted, in 1791, the right of private property was generally understood to include a right not just to exclude, but also to determine the use of that property. William Blackstone, the great British jurist whose Commentaries on the Laws of England enormously influenced the founding generation, famously wrote that "the third absolute right, inherent in every Englishman, is that of property: which consists in the free use, enjoyment, and disposal of all his acquisitions" (emphasis added). Use undoubtedly included building a house on one's own property. Blackstone's formulation was echoed by many of the American Founders, including--most notably--James Madison, the principal author of the takings clause. At the time of the founding, like today, housing was one of the most common uses of land.

Some originalists argue that the Bill of Rights, when applied to state and local governments, should be interpreted as understood not in 1791, but in 1868, when the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment extended the limitations of the Bill of Rights to the states. In the 1868 understanding, the takings clause protected the owner's right to use his property at his own discretion even more clearly than in 1791. In his influential 1868 treatise on constitutional law, Michigan Supreme Court Justice Thomas Cooley wrote that "any injury to the property of an individual which deprives the owner of the ordinary use of it is equivalent to a taking, and entitles him to compensation." Prominent federal- and state-court takings decisions around the same time also emphasized the centrality of the right to use, including the Supreme Court's famous 1871 decision in Pumpelly v. Green Bay Company. All significant forms of exclusionary zoning constrain the right to use, and therefore at least presumptively violate the takings clause.

Not every restriction on an owner's right to use qualifies as a taking under the original meaning. Regulations that fit within the so-called police-power exception were not considered takings. Although the police-power exception has never been precisely defined, it generally applies to regulations that protect against significant threats to health and safety, such as fire, flooding, environmental harms, and disease. The exact scope of the police-power exception is a matter of long-standing controversy, but at the very least it permits regulations that protect people against severe dangers, such as public-health sanitation requirements, building-code regulations to prevent the spread of fire, and the disposal of toxic waste and other industrial pollution. Few exclusionary-zoning restrictions fit within any plausible view of the police-power exception. Their main effect is to exclude low-income people, not protect against environmental or health threats.

For those who reject originalist arguments, the main alternative framework of living constitutionalism, championed by many progressives, may be more persuasive. Living constitutionalism is a broad tent of theories about how to interpret the Constitution, which permits change over time. We argue at length elsewhere that multiple versions of the theory support striking down exclusionary zoning. Here we focus on the representation-reinforcement theory.

In Democracy and Distrust, the classic defense of representation-reinforcement theory, John Hart Ely argued that judicial review was not a counterweight to democracy, but rather a crucial facilitator of it. For democracy to prosper, voting rights and freedom of speech must be protected. The problem is that incumbent politicians and their constituents, seeking to maintain their power, would legislate to prevent political competition. Because these threats to democracy are produced by democracy, the solution must lie outside it, namely judicial review.

Exclusionary zoning is a perfect example of Ely's fear of the "ins choking off the channels of political change to ensure that they will stay in and the outs will stay out." In this case, the "ins" are a community's current residents, and the "outs" are potential residents. To protect their home values and other perceived interests, residents vote for politicians who will work to prevent construction that would entice newcomers. The latter have no opportunity to participate in the process. Some evidence suggests that NIMBY ("not in my backyard") resistance to housing construction is caused by ignorance of housing economics, rather than by self-interest. Either way, insiders block outsiders.

The standard solution to a lack of representation is simple: grant representation. But it is neither reasonable nor feasible for outsiders to have representation in a local government where they do not and may never live. The question is how to find another way to provide representation reinforcement for potential residents.

Here, judicial review can give voice to voiceless outsiders by providing them an opportunity to acquire the housing they need to move in, an idea Ely partly anticipated when he endorsed judicial protection for a "right to relocate." The takings clause is the best option for this, given that it is the constitutional provision that protects private property from uncompensated government interference. And it is thus best fitted to the problem of exclusionary zoning, which limits the use of property.

Ely also worried that certain groups, especially racial minorities, were subject to prejudice and hostility by the majority and would systematically be on the losing end of political decisions. The racist and classist history of zoning provides further justification for using judicial review to curb the practice, especially because the disproportionate impact on racial minorities persists to this day.

The Supreme Court has multiple plausible pathways to using the takings clause to restrict exclusionary zoning. Currently, zoning restrictions are analyzed under a nebulous three-factor balancing test first established in the 1978 Penn Central decision, which requires courts to consider the "economic impact of the regulation on the claimant," the "extent to which the regulation has interfered with distinct investment-backed expectations," and the "character of the government action." In practice, this much-criticized test is usually applied in a highly deferential way.

The best and simplest alternative to this framework would be for the Supreme Court to rule that exclusionary zoning is a "per se" (which is to say, automatic) taking, thus removing the need to consider the Penn Central factors. That would restore the original meaning, enforce the requirements of major living-Constitution theories, and minimize uncertainty. Alternatively, the Court could instead apply the Penn Central standards in a less deferential way.

The Court could make exclusionary zoning a per se taking or ratchet up scrutiny under Penn Central without categorically overruling Euclid. For complex historical reasons, Euclid never directly addressed the takings clause. Technically, it upheld exclusionary zoning only against challenges under the due-process clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The Court could simply confine Euclid to due-process clause cases, while making it clear that different standards apply to takings clause challenges.

If all or even a large proportion of exclusionary zoning gets invalidated under the takings clause, the effect could be very great. If courts hold that a regulation is a taking, the government must pay compensation. Local governments could not afford to pay compensation to the many thousands of property owners whose rights are restricted by exclusionary zoning. They would likely be forced to repeal or severely constrain most exclusionary-zoning rules.

Jerusalem Demsas: The only force stronger than polarization? Rising home prices

YIMBY ("yes in my backyard") zoning-reform advocates have won important legislative successes, but those victories are still confined to a minority of jurisdictions. By contrast, a Supreme Court ruling would apply to the entire nation. To be sure, local governments are experts at evading restrictions on their authority. But even somewhat imperfect enforcement of constitutional constraints on exclusionary zoning could have a significant impact by eliminating the most sweeping and effective exclusionary policies, and the most obvious ways to circumvent restrictions. If the judiciary effectively addressed the most blatant forms of exclusionary zoning, advocates could focus on the next frontier of zoning issues.

In addition, stronger judicial enforcement of the takings clause could curb the use of state constitutional protections for local government autonomy to stymie zoning reform. The recent dubious California court decision striking down S.B. 9--a significant law limiting single-family zoning--is a notable example.

Historically, successful constitutional-reform movements have combined legal and political action, and have not relied on one to the exclusion of the other. That was true for the civil-rights movement, the women's-rights movement, advocates of same-sex marriage, gun-rights advocates, and others. The cross-ideological YIMBY movement should do the same.
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Eight Books to Read If You're in a Creative Slump

These books dispense practical advice on managing one's ambitions--or describe the dread of writer's block with precision and humor.

by Chelsea Leu




Having a creative block is an invisible psychological torment. You sit and stare at a computer screen or a blank page, willing ideas to come into your head. But none appear, or they're all terrible, and eventually you begin to wonder whether you'll ever have an original thought again. The worst part is the horrible feeling of helplessness that comes with a block. The condition is like quicksand: The harder you try to dig your way out of it, the more your own lack of inspiration overwhelms you.

The books below depict writers, artists, and other creators struggling with stalled projects, or discuss the mysterious source of ideas, and together they form a clearer picture of the affliction. Blocks tend to crop up when we put undue pressure on ourselves to perform or to attempt lofty tasks. These books dispense practical advice on managing one's ambitions, or describe feeling stuck with such precision and humor that they remind us that we're not alone and the state won't last forever.






The Luminous Novel, by Mario Levrero

"This whole book is the testimony of a monumental failure," the late Uruguayan author Levrero writes in a prefatory section of The Luminous Novel. After being awarded a Guggenheim fellowship in 2000 to complete an unfinished project also referred to throughout as "the luminous novel," Levrero keeps a yearlong diary in which he seemingly does everything except work on the book: He plays endless hands of a digital solitaire game and obsessively writes programs in Visual Basic on his computer, analyzes his dreams, purchases furniture, attempts to set up air-conditioning in his apartment, longs to reignite his sexual relationship with a woman named Chl, and invents a whole family saga out of the comings and goings of the pigeons on his neighbor's roof. Somehow it's riveting, thanks to Levrero's dry humor and honesty. As he tries to wean himself off his various coping mechanisms and write--and doesn't manage to, over and over again--we're reminded that so much of creative work is an attempt to capture something impossible to capture, and that one can find transcendence and meaning even in failure.




Scratched, by Elizabeth Tallent

In the 1980s and early '90s, Tallent was a glittering literary success, having published five books by her late 30s. Then came two decades of silence. This memoir answers the question of what happened by charting a life warped by perfectionism, from Tallent's childhood attempts to draw approval and affection from her aloof parents--particularly a mother who refused to hold her as a newborn--into multiple ill-fated marriages and the raising of a son. The devious agony of perfectionism is that it "can present not as delusion, but as an advantageous form of sanity," Tallent writes, even as it destroys the vital quality that makes a work of art succeed. The prose itself mirrors the compulsion: We're constantly doubling back to untangle the book's dense, breathless, image-rich sentences, so that we viscerally feel the same obsessive repetition Tallent describes. Her progress is slow and halting, but eventually she manages to choose imperfect reality over the unreal beauty of an imagined ideal--because, as she points out, "stories thrive on exactly those risks perfectionism forecloses."

Read: 'I don't believe in writers' block'




Wonder Boys, by Michael Chabon

This romp of a novel captures--for better or worse--the precise feeling of suffocation that comes when you're mired in an intractable project. The 41-year-old writing professor Grady Tripp has been toiling over his "immense careering zeppelin" of a novel manuscript for seven years; it currently spans 2,611 pages with no end in sight. When his editor and best friend, Terry Crabtree, comes to town for a literary festival at Grady's university, things quickly go sideways: One of Grady's students steals a priceless jacket from the husband of Grady's mistress, who's just discovered that she's pregnant with Grady's child, which Grady must tell his estranged third wife about at a Passover seder with her entire family. But even as Grady races from crisis to crisis, he returns incessantly to the knotted problem of his manuscript, a burden just as real as the dead dog, dead boa constrictor, and misplaced tuba that end up in his car's trunk over the course of the weekend. Wonder Boys suggests the lengths we'll go to create our own obstacles, and offers up twisted solace for anyone struggling with creative isolation.




Where Good Ideas Come From, by Steven Johnson

Most books about creativity focus on the individual: Here's how you can awaken your latent artistic or entrepreneurial talent. Where Good Ideas Come From flips that approach on its head. It scrutinizes certain environments--cities, for example, or coral reefs--and distills general principles about what makes these places hotbeds of innovation. Along the way, the book debunks many of our assumptions about how inspiration works--the lone inventor, the sudden flash of insight. Instead, Johnson writes, "most great ideas come into the world half-baked, more hunch than revelation." They develop slowly, erratically, often by bumping into an entirely unrelated idea or cobbling together parts designed for utterly different purposes. The book itself is a delightful intellectual adventure: To illuminate the importance of serendipity, error, and "liquid networks," Johnson draws on examples as wide-ranging as Darwin formulating his theory of natural selection, the rise of double-entry bookkeeping, and the invention of the World Wide Web. Variety and openness are crucial for good ideas to develop, Johnson makes clear, and his book encourages us to cultivate these qualities in our own lives.

Read: The Rick Rubin guide to creativity








So Many Olympic Exertions, by Anelise Chen

Athena is in her eighth year of an American Studies Ph.D. program, struggling to complete her dissertation. After she hears that her ex-boyfriend has died by suicide, just getting through the day becomes an act of endurance. Which is fitting, because Athena's dissertation is about sports, and suddenly she can't stop watching videos of marathon runners crossing finish lines in great agony. Written in propulsive segments that move seamlessly between fiction and nonfiction, the novel reads in part like a fascinating hybrid essay on the psychological impact of competition and the ubiquity of sports metaphors, which Chen points up to illustrate how much the mentality of never quitting, of winning at all costs, has seeped into our society's obsession with achievement. By the end, forcing ourselves to finish things just to finish them becomes absurd--an invitation to reevaluate for those toiling on seemingly endless projects. "If Sisyphus were an athlete, he would have been the best," Chen writes wryly, "the universe's one standout stone-roller."

What It Is, by Lynda Barry

The astonishing What It Is defies categorization: It's part graphic memoir, part meditation on creativity, part self-help "activity book" for artists. Barry, a cartoonist, intersperses scenes from a childhood spent furtively drawing despite her unsupportive mother with full-page collages centered on generative questions--including "WHAT IS THE PAST?" and "WHERE DO CHARACTERS COME FROM?" These are richly adorned with snippets of cursive text, old stamps, and textured drawings of deep-sea creatures, birds, and ghosts. The effect is intentionally childish, faded, and a little creepy, because dredging up images from one's past is an emotional effort central to the book. The core of the arts is play, Barry argues: something children undertake with great seriousness until they learn to be aware of what others think, which can choke off creativity. But the key, when you're blocked, isn't simply to think harder. It's to relinquish control, "to be able to stand not knowing long enough to let something alive take shape," Barry writes. Her exercises at the end of the book strengthen this ability and help readers reclaim the tactile, thought-provoking pleasure of putting marks on a page.

Read: When you need a little nudge to write






Out of Sheer Rage, by Geoff Dyer

Having accumulated a large number of notes in preparation for a "sober, academic study of D.H. Lawrence," Dyer ruefully admits on the very first page of this book that it was all a huge waste of time. What follows is a chatty, fastidious record of Dyer's distractions from his putative goal, as he travels from a Greek island to Rome to Taormina to Oxford to Oaxaca to Taos. But despite all of his very funny grumblings about how miserably he's failing to write his book about Lawrence, we get a strong sense of the writer, whose books, quotes, moods, biographical information, and general worldview saturate Out of Sheer Rage. This freewheeling, sideways solution to the problem is part of the book's brilliance. "Spare me the drudgery of systematic examinations," Dyer writes in one typically opinionated passage, "and give me the lightning flashes of those wild books in which there is no attempt to cover the ground thoroughly or reasonably." It's a useful, liberating reminder that the obligations and expectations imposed on creative work--either by ourselves or others--are never as rigid as they might seem.




The Paris Review Interviews, Vol. 1

The Paris Review has been asking great writers how and why they write since its inception in 1953, and its archive of interviews has become a literary institution in its own right. The famous interviewees in this volume, which collects 16 exemplars of the form, come across as reassuringly human. You'll find Elizabeth Bishop being rueful about how many poems she gives up on, Kurt Vonnegut admitting to feeling miserable after a slew of bad reviews, and Rebecca West reflecting that her books "don't seem to me as good as they might be." Then there are practical little tricks to steal: To avoid being blocked, for instance, Ernest Hemingway would stop writing when he knew what would come next in a work in progress, so he could continue more easily the next day. Reading these authors', editors', and screenwriters' discussions of their work, their wildly different voices all jostling together, somehow frees you up for your own creative endeavors. There are so many ways to produce art, these interviews make clear, that you might as well just be yourself--to simply get down what you think, and hope for the best.
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What America Owes the Planet

Climate reparations would hold the globe's biggest polluters--including the United States--responsible for their actions. They might also be the best hope those nations have for saving themselves.

by Vann R. Newkirk II




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


Before Kyoto and Paris, there was Chantilly. In early 1991, diplomats, scientists, and policy makers from around the world arrived at a hotel conference center near Virginia's Dulles International Airport, which is famously far from everything. The delegates had been tasked with creating the first international framework for confronting climate change. An ill omen shrouded the proceedings: Virginia was in the grip of a then-record heat wave, with highs of 70 degrees in early February.

The convention unfolded over the course of five sessions and 15 months. For the most part, the attendees weren't debating whether human industry caused global warming. Rather, their mission was to figure out what to do about it, given the preponderance of the evidence that existed even two generations ago. European delegates wanted to establish binding limits on the emissions that each country could produce, which the American representatives immediately shot down. (At the time, the United States was far and away the largest carbon emitter of any country in the world.) There was almost no international accord at all, until the Japanese delegates promoted a weak proposal with no binding emissions targets, which the U.S. accepted.

The big players had made their statement: They would not oblige themselves to prevent climate change. But a faction of smaller countries had come determined to try to make its mark, too. The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), a group representing dozens of, well, small island states, led by the tiny Pacific nation of Vanuatu, consistently pushed for more ambitious policy. These nations also devised a novel framework, one through which those most affected by climate change would receive funding and support from the countries that had done the most to change the climate. That framework never made it into the final agreement. But history's dissents can be road maps for the future.

Wealthy countries seem eager to ease their conscience, not to make real commitments to the countries most exposed to climate disaster.

Thirty-three years later, both emissions and global temperatures have increased faster than expected. Crises that were objects of conjecture in 1991 are upon us: We are witnessing extreme weather events, acidification of the oceans, aggressive sea-level rise, megadroughts, megafires, and an inexorable onslaught of heat. These issues tend to be much more destructive for AOSIS nations and other developing countries than for the U.S. and other major economies.

Climate policy, in America and abroad, has also genuinely transformed since 1991. The United States still rejects binding emissions targets, but emissions have been falling since 2005, owing to steady progress in emissions rules, renewable energy, and, recently, wide adoption of electric and hybrid vehicles. Following decades of pressure from AOSIS and from other countries, at the United Nations' 27th Conference of the Parties (COP27) on climate change, in 2022, the U.S. even voted to create a fund through which wealthy nations can help support countries defined as "vulnerable" to climate change.

American support of that program, however, has thus far been nominal at best. Across the world, many otherwise bold sustainability programs merely nod at the necessity of providing direct, debt-free aid to endangered states. (Most climate funding takes the form of loans that increase the debt burdens on already distressed economies.) Wealthy countries seem eager to ease their conscience, not to make real commitments to the countries most exposed to climate disaster.

As the global effort against the climate crisis still struggles with scale and pace, world leaders should rethink their ordering of priorities. The AOSIS proposal represented a radical new way of looking at climate change, one that emphasized accountability. American policy makers have been hostile to this idea, which has inspired a broader movement known as climate reparations, and it remains controversial elsewhere. But climate reparations aren't just the fairest way to compensate small nations like Vanuatu. They may also be the only way we save ourselves.

The Vanuatu document is remarkable in its prescience. Years before the majority of Americans even believed that climate change affected them, the AOSIS delegates wrote that "the very existence of low-lying coastal and small vulnerable island countries is placed at risk by the consequences of climate change."


Back then, the coral reefs around the Seychelles had not yet been destroyed. Hurricane Maria had not yet plunged Puerto Rico into a year of darkness. Salt water was not yet regularly flooding Bangladesh's mustard fields. But there were warnings. Caribbean fishermen had reported drastic climate-related changes to fisheries as early as 1987. In 1989, Hurricane Hugo rampaged through the Caribbean and the U.S., flattening towns and displacing thousands of people on its way to becoming, at the time, the single costliest hurricane in history--a preview of today's stronger, more volatile storms. Audre Lorde, who'd retired to St. Croix, wrote of her experience with Hugo: "The earth is telling us something about our conduct of living, as well as about our abuse of this covenant we live upon."

The Vanuatu document is still one of the best commonsense approaches to the politics of climate. To AOSIS, the carbon emissions causing climate change were nothing more than pollution, no different from coal ash or smog. And the document identified industrial nations, with America in the vanguard, as the polluters. This may seem like a straightforward statement of fact. Too often, however, the source of the problem is obscured in the climate debate.

Read: To hell with drowning

In recent years, it's become fashionable to talk of the Anthropocene, a proposed epoch of geologic time, like the Middle Jurassic, in which anthropos, or man, is the main force shaping the natural world. There is no question that people have had a massive effect on the Earth's ecosystems and its changing climate. But to focus on the role of humanity is to overlook the fact that some humans bear far more responsibility than others.

Over the recorded history of industrial emissions, 20 corporations, such as Chevron and ExxonMobil, as well as state-owned energy companies in places like China and Saudi Arabia have been responsible for more than half of all cumulative carbon emissions, a share that has actually risen to more than 60 percent since 2016. From 1990 to 2020, the cumulative emissions of the United States and the European Union member states, which together account for about a tenth of the global population, were higher than the combined emissions of India, Russia, Brazil, Indonesia, Japan, Iran, and South Korea, which account for about 30 percent of the global population. (Even within the nations that emit the most carbon, the burden is not shared equally--according to a 2020 study, the wealthiest 10 percent of American households account for 40 percent of the country's carbon output.) Leaders in the oil and gas industry have understood climate change as human-driven since at least 1982, when Exxon's own researchers helped link carbon emissions and rising temperatures, meaning they knowingly made decisions that led to this crisis. (Exxon has denied that its models--which proved remarkably accurate--represented foreknowledge of climate change.) It would be more precise to call our present epoch the Exxonocene.

Recognizing this reality, the AOSIS proposal called for industrialized countries to implement green energy and technology in developing countries, and to create a "loss and damage" fund to compensate countries for future costs stemming from climate change, including permanent climate-related losses of land, habitats, and population, as well as damages that could be remediated.

Read: The West agreed to pay climate reparations. That was the easy part.

The loss-and-damage plan was modest, in its way: Its demands were purely forward-looking. It did not address the historical carbon pollution that was already heating up the world in 1991, or the devastation already absorbed by island states from sea-level rise, deforestation, disrupted fisheries, and heat.

In the years since the AOSIS proposal, other thinkers took up the Vanuatu framework and proposed more ambitious programs of recompense. In 2009, the legal scholar Maxine Burkett, who is now a White House climate adviser, made one of the first comprehensive calls for industrial states to compensate the "climate vulnerable." For Burkett, climate vulnerability arises both from exposure to hazards such as hurricanes and sea-level rise, and from a lack of resources and resiliency to deal with those threats.

Because of the geography of colonialism, these two kinds of vulnerability often intersect. In Haiti, for example, French colonizers imported African slaves to clear-cut ancient forests, and then ruthlessly exploited the colony's natural and human resources for generations. After the descendants of those slaves rose to power in the late 18th century during the Haitian Revolution, France imposed hefty indemnities on the new nation for the war, and centuries of isolation and intervention by the United States further eroded social and economic structures. Given its location, Haiti would always have been affected by hurricanes and sea-level rise. But the United States' and France's emissions have supercharged those threats, and their exploitation of Haiti has left it less capable of defending itself.

For Burkett, addressing climate change in these places requires not just loss-and-damage-style funds, but also compensation and assistance for climate disruption that has already been inflicted--true reparations. Such efforts could take different forms, with different levels of ambition. The UN could create a vehicle through which wealthy countries pledge a percentage of their GDP to developing countries. Or an individual country might heavily tax--or even nationalize--its private oil and gas industry and pledge some or all of the proceeds to its own climate-disadvantaged citizens and to neighboring countries for climate-adaptation projects. Beyond direct monetary payments, some commentators argue for no-cost installations of sustainable-energy technology and infrastructure. Writing in New York magazine in 2021, David Wallace-Wells advocated for reparations in the form of a massive investment by industrial countries in carbon-capture technology--essentially paying to reverse the historic emissions that have so devastated other nations.

But compensation is only part of reparations' importance. Burkett argues that the very act of acknowledging a debt is key to the process as well, for the sake of both the polluter and the polluted. This acknowledgment makes clear that the global community is interested in the survival of the most imperiled states. Moral leadership by America would also put pressure on China and India, the two rising carbon powers, to acknowledge their own roles in this crisis. In the game of global opinion, at least, no country wants to look like the climate-change villain.

Perhaps the most important component of any kind of reparations is a commitment by the offender to stop offending. Embracing reparations would incentivize wealthy nations to set aggressive emissions targets and meet them. A true reparations program thus wouldn't be an ancillary charity attached to other solutions, but the overarching climate policy itself.

This spring, weeks of torrential downpours inundated Rio Grande do Sul, a prosperous state in southern Brazil. The resulting floods were some of the worst in the country's modern history, leaving nearly the entire state submerged. After surveying the damage, President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva appeared distraught. He issued a remarkable statement. "This was the third record flood in the same region of the country in less than a year," he told The Washington Post. "We and the world need to prepare every day with more plans and resources to deal with extreme climate occurrences." He also said that wealthy nations owed a "historic debt" to those affected by climate change.

Brazil is itself a major emitter of carbon, but it has also been a leader in pushing for a serious commitment to the loss-and-damage fund that was finally established at COP27. The United States had long been the biggest opponent to any such program, but it was outflanked by China and a group of developing countries--including Brazil--and ultimately voted for the fund.

As Americans, we have a choice: to continue on our current path, or to take responsibility for our actions.

That, however, vote came with conditions. The U.S. later pushed to establish the fund for its first four years within the World Bank, where it holds a lone veto, and also made contributions voluntary, instead of binding. My colleague Zoe Schlanger reported in 2023 that Sue Biniaz, the deputy special envoy for climate at the State Department, said she "violently opposes" arguments that developed countries have a legal obligation under the UN framework to pay into the fund. So far, the U.S. has mostly shirked responsibility, pledging only $17.5 million to the fund. (Germany, by contrast, has promised $100 million.)

Read: Climate reparations are officially happening

If this is the commitment the U.S. is willing to make to loss and damage, it's difficult to imagine the country adopting a true reparations program, which would require legislation that would not pass in our currently polarized Congress, and would also be immediately reversed by any future Republican president. Yet if American policy makers somehow come back around to making actual policy, they'll find that, far from being an extreme notion, reparations are an eminently practical one. Climate change is already prompting the movement of millions of people across borders, which in turn has led to the rise of autocratic leaders who pledge to keep those displaced peoples out. As climate change continues, the most vulnerable nations will fall first, but their collapse will not be contained. Sooner or later, the walled American garden will also wither in the heat.

An American embrace of climate reparations would create mutual obligations between disconnected hemispheres of the world, and break the climate-policy gridlock among wealthy countries. And despite the enormous cost of paying for past and future damage, those costs would be far lower than the price of failure. A recent study in Nature estimated that wealthy countries owe poorer countries a climate debt of almost $200 trillion. In 2020 and 2021, G20 countries alone allocated upwards of $14 trillion in stimulus spending to counteract the economic effects of COVID. A similar commitment to climate reparations by 2050 would address our climate debts, save millions of lives in the developing world, and give many countries a chance to adapt.

As Americans, we have a choice: to continue on our current path, or to take responsibility for our actions. For at least the immediate future, wealthy Americans will be protected from the worst of the climate crisis. This comfort is seductive, but ultimately illusory. To survive, we will have to, as the philosopher Olufemi Taiwo says, begin to think "as ancestors." It has proved difficult throughout history to convince Americans to engage in this kind of long-term thinking, but there have been exceptions. The Civil War gave way to an overhaul of the Constitution for posterity. The Great Depression helped birth our modern social safety net. The space race gave us the moon. Now we can choose to give our children the Earth.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The Vanuatu Plan."
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What Cities Can Teach Us About Life Online

Learning to live online is a lot like learning to live alongside one another in cities.

by Kevin Townsend




Digital life is a social experiment full of contradictions. It can connect people while alienating them; embrace difference while policing change; span huge distances but feel small.

Humanity's transition to life online is disorienting, but perhaps not without comparison. According to the researcher danah boyd, people faced similar challenges in the transition to city life, meaning that the history of urbanization can offer lessons for humankind's more recent mass digital migration.

And if the rules and ways of cities have become clearer over the years, maybe there's hope that the same can be said for life online.

Boyd's work is the focus of a recent episode of The Atlantic's podcast How to Know What's Real, with co-hosts Megan Garber and Andrea Valdez. This week, Radio Atlantic is showcasing that episode, with an introduction by host Hanna Rosin.

Listen to the episode here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and today we're going to do something special. I'm going to introduce you to our latest season of The Atlantic How To podcast. This season is called How to Know What's Real. And with me today in the studio is one of the hosts of the new season, Atlantic staff writer Megan Garber. Hi, Megan!

Megan Garber: Hi. Glad to be here.

Rosin: So, Megan, I'm going to tell you a story.

Garber: Okay. Oh, yes, please.

Rosin: The other day, I was sitting in a giant, urban food hall, and I was sitting there with my partner. It was like Saturday or Sunday. It was very crowded. And she's telling me an incredibly, like, heated story about somebody who she got into a fight with.

And it's like, she's getting kind of like more and more heated up and it's like: F-bomb! F-bomb! F-bomb! She has a loud voice anyway, and somebody--a total stranger--sits down at the table next to us with her children, who were teenagers, not kids.

Garber: Uh-oh.

Rosin: And she looks over, and she says, "Could you stop cursing?"

Garber: Ooh.

Rosin: Exactly. And I spent a week thinking about this. Like, what are the rules in that situation?

Garber: (Laughs.) Yeah. Ooh.

Rosin: This is a giant, urban environment. Like, you are supposed to come into contact with strangers. The rules of how to behave are totally unclear. My partner can tell whatever story she wants in whatever way she wants.

And, like, here is the mom coming in and making this request. And it was just very complicated, I suddenly realized, to navigate this crashing of strangers into each other.

Garber: Oh, yes. And can I ask: What did you do in that moment? Did you respond to the woman? Did, or did your partner--

Rosin: God, I mean, if you met my partner, you would know the answer to this question. (Laughs.) She was like, Hell no, and you can move over there if you want to, because this is a public-- and I was, like, just hiding under the table.

Garber: (Laughs.) That's right. I'm going to go get some water. Okay. Bye.

Rosin: Exactly. That's how that story ended. Anyway, Megan. The reason I'm telling you this story is because it turns out that navigating cities and all of these complicated dynamics that happen in cities is a lot closer to navigating an online space than a lot of people realize.

Garber: Yes, exactly. And I think that's also in part because, you know, the web is in some ways so new, so unprecedented, right? But in other ways, the challenges it presents--despite all the new technology--are challenges that people have faced before, right? They're sociological challenges, really, in kind of fundamental ways--questions about how people see each other, or fail to see each other, or make space for each other, or can't make space for each other.

And so I love this idea of history as almost giving a little bit of context and perhaps a little bit of hope, too, in terms of how we can navigate these really big, new questions that are, in some ways, very old questions, too.

Rosin: How does this specific episode fit with the wider goal of this season?

Garber: So much of this season really is about making these connections between things that might seem separate at first. So, you know: fantasy and reality, the web and the physical worlds, cities and the web.

My co-host, Andrea Valdez, and I wanted to really put the web, and all the questions it brings up, into a new kind of context and perspective. And spoiler: We are not going to fully answer how to know what's real. But we're hoping that we can help to clarify where the reality is among the things that might not seem fully real.

Rosin: So, listeners, here's Episode 2 of the latest season of How To: "How to Live in a Digital City."

[How to Know What's Real episode audio]


Rosin: So that was Episode 2 of the new season of The Atlantic's How To podcast.

Links to subscribe are in the show notes for this episode, or you can search your podcast app for How to Know What's Real.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend, edited by Claudine Ebeid, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Atlantic Festival Returns to The Wharf in D.C., September 19 and 20, and Announces First Headliners

Interviews with Senator John Fetterman, House Democratic Leader Hakeem Jeffries, Anna Deavere Smith, Karl Rove, David Axelrod, and Jemele Hill




Meet great minds who don't think alike. The Atlantic is releasing tickets and revealing the first slate of conversations that will take place at The Atlantic Festival, its annual live event in Washington, D.C., on the ideas shaping a changing nation. The festival will run Thursday, September 19, and Friday, September 20, and feature dozens of events across four stages at The Wharf. Both days will close with evening entertainment, to be announced along with the festival's full schedule of events.
 
 Passes to the festival are on sale today. A select number of events will also be streamed to subscribers and audiences who register for a free virtual ticket.
 
 The Atlantic Festival, now in its 16th year, is the preeminent live exploration of The Atlantic's journalism. Each year, more than 100 speakers take part in events examining the state of politics and democracy; climate and health; race, education, culture, and technology--alongside film premieres, book talks, and live podcast tapings--all moderated by Atlantic journalists.
 
 Being announced today are interviews with Senator John Fetterman; House Democratic Leader Hakeem Jeffries; political strategists Karl Rove and David Axelrod; actress, playwright, professor, and Atlantic contributing writer Anna Deavere Smith; CNN anchor and Chief Washington Correspondent Jake Tapper and C. J. Rice, who was convicted of attempted homicide as a teenager in 2011 and exonerated this year, after Tapper's Atlantic cover story shed light on his case; best-selling author of The Anxious Generation and social psychologist Jonathan Haidt; journalist and founder of birthFUND Elaine Welteroth; award-winning filmmaker and storyteller Noah Hawley; and The Bulwark's Sarah Longwell, Tim Miller, and Bill Kristol; with additional speakers to be announced.
 
 Leading the conversations will be many of The Atlantic's writers and editors, including editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and staff writers and contributors Elaina Plott Calabro, Jemele Hill, Hanna Rosin, and Derek Thompson, with additional names to be announced.
 
 The 2024 Atlantic Festival is underwritten by Eli Lilly and Company, Microsoft, Southern Company, and W.K. Kellogg Foundation as Presenting Level Underwriters; Allstate and Evernorth Health Services as Supporting Level Underwriters; and Arnold Ventures, Calm, Genentech, Goldman Sachs, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, and Visit Seattle as Contributing Level Underwriters.
 
 Press should request a credential by emailing press@theatlantic.com; in-person seating will be limited and will need to be reserved in advance.
 
 The Atlantic Festival
 September 19-20, 2024
 The Wharf, D.C., and Virtually
 For Passes: https://theatlanticfestival.com 
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The One Constant

Throughout so many Trump scandals, one thing remains the same: He has no respect for the basic mechanisms of democracy.

by Quinta Jurecic




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


One common thread connects nearly every major scandal involving Donald Trump: his absolute disdain for the democratic process.

That is certainly true of his recent conviction in New York on 34 felony counts. The charges themselves focused on fraudulent business records created by the Trump Organization to cover up the paper trail left by hush-money payments made in 2016 to women who'd claimed past relationships with Trump. But as the Manhattan District Attorney's Office made clear to the jury, the motivation behind the payments had everything to do with preventing voters from being truthfully informed about the candidate before they went to the polls.

That instance is no outlier. Trump has shown no respect for elections as a mechanism for governing society since the beginning of his political rise. In the final stretch of the 2016 campaign, he promised that he would accept the results of the election "if I win." When it came time for his reelection campaign in 2020, he wasted no time in casting doubt on the integrity of the vote--beginning that spring with attacks on the reliability of mail-in balloting and escalating after Election Day to lawsuits, fraudulent electoral certificates, and eventually encouragement of a violent insurrection at the Capitol.

In the runup to this year's elections, Trump's efforts to undermine public faith in the process began even earlier. As the indictments against him started to roll in over the spring and summer of 2023, Trump claimed that the four criminal cases constituted "election interference" by Democrats out to damage his chances. "They rigged the presidential election of 2020," he declares in many iterations of his stump speech, "and we're not going to allow them to rig the presidential election of 2024." He kept up these complaints over the course of the hush-money trial in New York: "This is a Biden witch hunt to keep me off the campaign trail," he insisted to the press one day from a dim courtroom hallway. "ELECTION INTERFERENCE!!!" he posted as the jurors deliberated.

Trump is, as ever, a master of projection. The matter of underhanded meddling in elections did indeed take center stage during his New York trial--but the person orchestrating this meddling was Trump himself.

David Frum: Wrong case, right verdict

"This was a planned, coordinated, long-running conspiracy to influence the 2016 election," declared prosecutor Matthew Colangelo during opening statements at the New York trial. His comment wasn't just rhetorical. The text of the indictment against Trump identified 34 counts of falsifying business records, but underlying those charges was a separate crime, a New York statute barring conspiracies to engineer a candidate's election by "unlawful means." The district attorney's office had elevated the business-records charge from a misdemeanor to a felony by linking it to Trump's alleged intent to commit or conceal that election conspiracy. In convicting Trump, the jury found not only that he had created false records, but that he had done so with intent to meddle improperly in an election.

Referring to the hush-money case as a prosecution about election interference feels a bit off when Trump has also been indicted for his role in January 6--like using the term injury to refer to both a paper cut and a stabbing. Describing the New York indictment as such "actually cheapens the term and undermines the deadly serious charges in the real election interference cases," argued the election-law expert Richard Hasen shortly before the trial began. Scheming to obscure relevant information from voters in advance of an election is, inarguably, not as bad as scheming to overturn an election and then encouraging a violent riot to terrify Congress into submission.

But the conduct described in the January 6 indictment is what the conduct laid out by New York prosecutors would metastasize into. Contained within the New York trial were glimpses of other Trump scandals--such as when the prosecutors introduced evidence that appeared previously in Special Counsel Robert Mueller's report on Russian election interference. According to the district attorney's office, Trump's campaign hurried to squash negative stories in October 2016 because of panic over potentially losing female voters following release of the Access Hollywood tape. In the end, of course, the tape didn't prevent Trump from winning the election. And though New York prosecutors didn't mention this part of the story, the Mueller report suggests one possible reason: Public attention lurched toward another scandal once WikiLeaks began releasing hacked emails, provided by Russian intelligence, from the Clinton campaign in the hours after the tape dropped.

The Trump campaign's blase willingness to accept Russian help--"Russia, if you're listening, I hope you're able to find the 30,000 emails that are missing" from Hillary Clinton's server, Trump famously proclaimed at a rally--speaks to the same willingness to engage in dirty tricks as did the hush-money episode. There's no sense of the more profound values that fair elections rest on, as a process designed, however imperfectly, to allow voters to choose between opposing visions of the presidency. The goal in Trump's mind is not to let the people decide but to win by any means possible, and if someone offers outside help--or if you have the chance to prevent voters from learning information that might sway them away from you--well, why wouldn't you take it?

Trump has never budged from this approach, however many times it leads him into scandal. Asked just months after the release of the Mueller report whether he'd accept damaging material about another presidential candidate from a foreign power, he told George Stephanopulos, "I think I'd take it." Later that summer, it would turn out that Trump and his allies had already been at work trying to reproduce their Russian assistance from 2016--this time, by bullying the Ukrainian government into providing bogus information about supposed corruption by Joe Biden, with the aim of damaging Biden's 2020 campaign.

That scheme became the subject of Trump's first impeachment. "What are the odds, if left in office, that he will continue trying to cheat?" asked Representative Adam Schiff, one of the House impeachment managers, in his closing argument. Almost exactly a year later, Trump would be impeached again, this time for engineering the attempted insurrection on January 6, 2021.

Each time, Trump pushed further and further in his desire to hold on to power.  He can't stand to be at the mercy of others' judgment, because that means that somebody else is in control. In a candidate for elected office, this isn't just a personality flaw. It's foundational opposition to democracy itself.

Ronald Brownstein: What Trump's total GOP control means next

For this same reason, Trump's fury over the New York verdict seems in part to be fury at the idea that 12 jurors could have so much control over his fate. The jury system is far from perfect, but the practice of deliberation among jurors--equal citizens, weighing arguments and considering evidence to come to a conclusion--is in some ways a mirror of the democratic process itself. It's no surprise, then, that Trump and his allies moved swiftly after the conviction to attacking the jurors or erasing the role of the jury altogether, accusing the whole process of somehow being orchestrated by President Biden.

There's no basis for this accusation, of course. But it's a vision of the world that Trump seems to be more comfortable with, even in defeat: the single, untouchable strongman, orchestrating events according to his will alone.
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The Richard Linklater Movie That Serves as a Warning

His 2011 film, <em>Bernie</em>,<em> </em>understands the dangers of despising people who are not like you.

by Jeremy Gordon




Jack Black is a funny guy, not only because he says funny things, but also because of how he says them and how he looks while saying them. Black is no king of one-liners or master impersonator or glutton for physical punishment. Instead, his performances in movies such as Nacho Libre, School of Rock, and High Fidelity demonstrate the comfortable charisma of a class clown who survived maturity and grew up to be the life of the party. Picture his wild-eyed expression throwing some mustard onto his already flavorful line deliveries, the ease with which he jerks around his body to elicit a dumb laugh. Even in more consciously adult comedies such as The Holiday, where he dials it back a notch or six, Black is still a natural entertainer. Another way of thinking about this is that although Black is known for his comedies, he's not exactly a comedian--he's an actor who innately understands how to earn a laugh.

Yet the movie of his that's stuck with me the most is one where he's not funny at all. And Richard Linklater's Bernie, which came out in 2011, is definitely a funny movie. The story of a mortician named Bernie Tiede (played by Black) in small-town Texas who's accused of killing an elderly widow named Marjorie Nugent, Bernie draws on plenty of humor through its well-observed ensemble of local citizens, who offer warm, plainspoken commentary about the title character and his ordeals. It's also anchored by a wonderful comedic performance from Shirley MacLaine, who plays Marjorie--a mean woman whose hatred of the common man is so pronounced that you can only smile. Within this folksy milieu, Black plays it totally straight, never indulging in a wry crack or an exaggerated eye roll. Bernie is nice. He's humble. He seemingly lives to serve, not to justify his own ego. His gentle, trusting disposition allows Linklater to deliver potent commentary about the power of community--and with it, a cautionary tale about the dangers of grievance-driven paranoia, and of despising people who are not like you.

Even within Linklater's oeuvre of odd little films about weird American lives, Bernie is an especially odd little film. Many of the director's best-known works are fictional. But like his latest movie, Hit Man, it's based on a true story--and Linklater's screenplay is structured more like a documentary than a work of fiction, with the residents of Carthage, Texas, narrating the movie's plot after all of the action has taken place. The toggling timelines, as we flash back to how Bernie became entangled with Marjorie, create a noticeable lack of suspense. Bernie was "a loving person," the first talking head notes within the movie's first minutes; Marjorie was "just a mean old hateful bitch," notes another. The use of the past tense immediately signals that something has already happened to both characters, but watching with this in mind isn't boring or anticlimactic. More important than what happened is how it was interpreted, and processed, by the people around Bernie and Marjorie.

Bernie is the proverbial stranger who comes to town and instantly shakes up the locals with his behavior. But unlike the sheriff or outlaw, his weapon of choice is kindness, which he deploys in his profession as a mortician. Bernie is so attentive to the deceased--the movie begins with him meticulously explaining how to prepare a dead body for a funeral--and so dedicated to the still-living that everyone in town is taken by his presence. For the locals, Linklater casts an array of professional and nonprofessional actors whose regional accents and colloquial aphorisms ring with authenticity. Their positive appraisals of Bernie are justified by Black's delicate performance. He never raises his voice or shakes his body or widens his eyes in dramatic exaggeration. Bernie exudes calm and decency, and he is swiftly integrated into the community, which constantly seeks his attention. Several of the locals even suspect that Bernie is a closeted gay man--and they accept him anyway, no tiny gesture in small-town Texas.

Linklater was born in Houston, and his loosey-goosey, countercultural vibe of his filmography stands in marked contrast to the ultraconservatism typically associated with his state. Many of his movies, such as Slacker, Dazed and Confused, and Boyhood, show the free-spirited side of Texan youth culture--the artists, potheads, hippies, and all-around freaks who manage to stake out a hearty living even when surrounded by repressive attitudes. By contrast, the interviewed citizens of Carthage are all white, older, and deeply religious; it's not a stretch to say they're more traditional than Linklater's usual Texan subjects. (Although the county that Carthage is part of went for Bill Clinton in 1996, when the movie begins, it flipped to George W. Bush in the 2000 election--and has remained red ever since.) Yet Linklater's point isn't anything as banal as Hey, older, white Texans can be inclusive, too. The Carthage residents' acceptance of Bernie is what makes for an ingenious twist when, after he shoots Marjorie in a moment of passion, they argue that he should be let off the hook.

Marjorie is gunned down intentionally; there's no doubt about that. Following an initial friendship, after which Bernie is hired as her assistant, she grows angry and resentful of his company--a change that MacLaine subtly portrays as a sign of dementia. Black plays Bernie as way too servile to ever push back; he only gives, and Marjorie only takes. When he kills her, he puts her body in a freezer for several months to cover up her death--and, in that time, spends some of her wealth on purchases for the community. Is decent, sweet Bernie putting this money to good use, given that Marjorie kept it all for herself? Or is he trying to pay for the goodwill of his potential jurors? Linklater's take is never transparent--but it's clear that because Bernie is beloved by his neighbors, and Marjorie was despised, they're willing to excuse his awful crime. The eagerness to see Bernie go free is played for laughs, but the implications are a bit chilling. Should something as allegedly nonpartisan as the law--and a crime as serious as murder--be overlooked depending on what in-group the accused belongs to?

The local district attorney, Danny Buck Davidson (Matthew McConaughey), can't quite believe that nobody seems to blame Bernie for Marjorie's death. In a clever scheme, he's able to move the trial to San Augustine, a town 50 miles away from Carthage, in order to draw from an unbiased jury pool. That small distance makes all the difference: Davidson is able to portray Bernie as a preening urbanite--a man of expensive and refined cultural tastes who deserves jail not because he killed Marjorie but because he's them, not us. In contrast to the smiling, inviting faces of Carthage that have dotted the film so far, the San Augustine jury is dour and suspicious. They do not care about Bernie's interpersonal ties, or what may be his core goodness; what could that possibly matter, given that they haven't experienced it themselves? "Bernie wasn't of their world," a Carthage resident notes, after mocking the San Augustine jurors for being "rednecks." When Bernie is found guilty and sentenced to life in prison, it feels not as though justice has been served, but as though fault lines have been exploited.

It doesn't matter that, like some members of the jury, Bernie is a white man, or that he's also from Texas; 50 miles is all it takes for the familiar to become feared. And as the temperature of our national political rhetoric has been cranked up since 2011, with violence and vitriol demonstrated by elected and electorate alike, I sense something like a warning in Bernie about how little it takes for principles to be abandoned--for scapegoats to be sacrificed, and for stern punishment to be handed out by the side all too happy to flex its power. The movie doesn't work with anyone but Black in the title role, I think. He's playing against type, but there's a shallow crossing between "life of the party" and "pillar of the community." To see someone so congenial and supportive cast aside feels wrong, yet there's still that shard of doubt about Bernie's true motivations. Maybe he wasn't just an upstanding citizen pushed to the edge; maybe he schemed after Marjorie's money all along.

Partly because of the renewed interest generated from this movie, the real-life Bernie was temporarily released on bail in 2014, but resentenced to 99 years to life in 2016. The actual citizens of Carthage, as well as Marjorie's relatives, remain split on his motivations, the righteousness of his sentencing, and the realism of Linklater's movie. There is a fundamental unknowability to some of this--and a leap of faith that viewers must take when deciding for themselves.

But two consistent qualities of Linklater's filmmaking are his lack of judgment about other perspectives and his openness to the nuances of individual people. There's a scene in his wonderful 2016 comedy, Everybody Wants Some!!, where, in contrast to stereotypes, a group of baseball jocks hang out with a group of punk rockers at a show. A few years ago, I mentioned this scene when I was interviewing the photographer Pat Blashill, who has spent a lot of time around Texas punks and has known Linklater for decades. Blashill told me that this scenario seemed improbable based on his own experience living among the punks and the jocks--but that the vision fits with Linklater's style. "He likes that aspect of looking at people who are in conflict, and then it sort of takes a real left turn and everything's okay," Blashill said. It's certainly a lovely idea--and one that is less challenging to render in fiction than when you're drawing from real life.
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Why Some Narratives Are So Easy to Fall For

A conversation with Jerusalem Demsas about the misunderstood policy issues that deserve more nuanced analysis

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.


Who really benefits from remote work? Is it true that politicians have to be anti-immigration to win elections? Each episode of Good on Paper, the new podcast hosted by my colleague Jerusalem Demsas, delves into a misunderstood policy issue that deserves more nuanced analysis. I spoke with Jerusalem about how some narratives get lodged in the public's mind and the dangers of stories that feel true but aren't.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Trump is not America's Le Pen--he's worse.
 	Israel's wartime government just collapsed. Does it matter?
 	What America owes the planet




A Way to Simplify

Stephanie Bai: Why do you think certain narratives can become so entrenched, even if the facts don't support them? And why are other narratives more likely to fade?

Jerusalem Demsas: Narratives are a way of simplifying a really complicated world. Compelling ones follow story structures that we're used to seeing: a villain and a hero, a bad developer versus a mother who's struggling to get her kids through college. These kinds of narratives are compelling because there's a spark of truth in them, which is that there are power struggles in the world; there are winners and losers. Many narratives stick because they reaffirm our own opinions and views, but that can be really dangerous: Just because something feels true doesn't mean that it is.

The narratives that don't stick are usually the ones that are more complicated. There isn't always a clear-cut good guy and bad guy. Often we're just existing in systems where a bunch of people act in their own self-interest; some of them are trying to do good, but people have different conceptions of what good is. Trying to describe a world full of that kind of complexity is not as satisfying.

Stephanie: In your recent story about maternal mortality, you talk about the doom-and-gloom framing that activists can use to spotlight issues. What are some of the counterproductive consequences of that approach that people might not expect?

Jerusalem: There's this perception, which can be right in the short term, that if you say, "A bridge is going to collapse," it's going to get more attention than a report that says there are some structural deficiencies in America's infrastructure.

But in the longer term, that first framing really erodes trust between the people who are trying to get attention for their cause and the people who are trying to triage different issues. Because at the end of the day, there are finite amounts of time and resources. Policy makers have to choose which problems to prioritize, meaning that something else will lose out. So if established organizations or journalists are constantly pushing out this narrative that everything's on fire, it impedes policy makers from making any sort of ordering decisions. They might try to do everything at once or prioritize the wrong things, which can lead to chaos.

Stephanie: In your first episode, you discuss a study that found that senior women engineers at an unnamed Fortune 500 company were more productive when they worked remotely because they were spending less time on mentorship and giving feedback. But a prevailing narrative that took off during the pandemic is that women working from home are doubly burdened: They have to juggle child care and deal with the usual work responsibilities. As more research gets done on this topic, what are the next questions on your mind when it comes to how remote work affects women?

Jerusalem: When we ask, Is remote work working for women?, we're also asking, Are they fulfilled? Is it true that remote work is making it possible for them to be more flexible, go pick their kids up from school, or hang out with their friends in their free time? Also, though it's the case that mentorship is uncompensated by most employers, there's a lot of connection that more experienced workers derive from that type of work. Some people have responded to my podcast saying that they miss that aspect of their work, even though they resented not being paid for it.

I think it's really important to start from the question: What do we want work to do for people's lives? Does that differ by industry?

Stephanie: What's an idea or narrative that sounded good on paper to you but might not warrant a whole podcast episode?

Jerusalem: The idea that pass/fail classes are easy and not stressful. I took Mandarin pass/fail my senior year of college, thinking it would be a low-stakes way of learning a little bit of an important language. I ended up in the terrible middle space of devoting enough time to the class so as not to fail yet not devoting enough time to truly pick up a little Mandarin. What do I remember? Wo bu hui shuo zhongwen.

Related:

	Who really benefits from the great remote-work experiment?
 	What Americans really think about immigration




Today's News

	Hunter Biden was convicted on three felony charges related to the purchase and possession of a handgun.
 	Hamas said that it was willing to accept the UN Security Council's U.S.-backed resolution for a permanent cease-fire in Gaza as the basis for further negotiations, according to Reuters. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has neither officially accepted nor rejected the proposal.
 	The Biden administration announced a proposal that would prevent credit-reporting agencies from using medical debt to calculate credit scores.




Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic*



The Next Great American Mega-Genre

By Spencer Kornhaber

If you ask Americans about their favorite genre of music, the top pick tends to be classic rock. But if you ask them which genre is "most representative of America today," you get basically a split: 36 percent say country, while 37 percent say rap/hip-hop, according to a 2023 poll from the research firm YouGov ... These findings would seem to support various preconceptions about a red/rural America and a blue/urban America, united only in affection for "Don't Stop Believin'."
 But what if these genres needn't be all that separate? What if hip-hop and country merged into something that felt like classic rock? The idea sounds like it would be profitable for the record industry--and it might be what's happening now.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The mid-year best-of list is a travesty.
 	What's wrong with Congress (and how to fix it)
 	Graeme Wood: Is Israel guilty of perfidy?




Culture Break


Tony Gutierrez / AP



Cheer along. Team USA's historic win in the current global cricket tournament was a shot heard around the world, Joseph O'Neill writes. Now it just needs a domestic audience.

Watch. Ishana Night Shyamalan's debut film, The Watchers, finds a careful balance between the freaky and the mundane, David Sims writes.

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 Mystique of Ozempic Is Growing

Obesity drugs keep getting linked to health benefits beyond weight loss. It's maddeningly difficult to figure out what's causing them.

by Yasmin Tayag




There's no such thing as a miracle cure for weight loss, but the latest obesity drugs seem to come pretty close. People who take Ozempic or other weekly shots belonging to a class known as GLP-1 agonists, after the gut hormone they mimic, can lose a fifth or more of their body weight in a year. Incessant "food noise" fueling the urge to eat suddenly goes silent.

In recent months, the mystique of these drugs has only grown. Both semaglutide (sold under the brand names Ozempic and Wegovy) and tirzepatide (Mounjaro and Zepbound) were initially developed for diabetes and then repurposed for weight loss. But they apparently can do so much more than that. Studies showing the heart benefits of semaglutide have already led the FDA to approve Wegovy as a way to reduce the risk of major cardiac events, including stroke, heart attack, and death, in certain patients. The drug has also shown clear benefits for sleep apnea, kidney disease, liver disease--and can potentially help with fertility issues, Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, colorectal cancer, alcohol overuse, and even nail-biting. These days, a new use for GLP-1s seems to emerge every week.



With each new breakthrough, GLP-1s look more and more like the Swiss Army knife of medications. As Vox asked last year: "Is there anything Ozempic can't do?" But GLP-1s can't take all the credit. Obesity is linked to so many ailments that losing huge amounts of weight from these drugs is destined to have "a pretty dominant effect" on health outcomes, Randy Seeley, an obesity researcher at the University of Michigan, told me. Teasing out exactly what is causing these secondary benefits will be difficult. But the future of these drugs may hinge on it.

Read: The future of obesity drugs just got way more real

Some of the additional health effects of GLP-1s do seem in line with a drug that can lead to dramatic weight loss. People with obesity are at a much higher risk for heart attacks and liver disease; excessive weight can restrict breathing at night, leading to sleep apnea. Of course obesity drugs would help. Even reports of "Ozempic babies"--people unexpectedly conceiving while on GLP-1s--make sense considering that fertility tends to improve when people lose weight. But weight loss alone isn't always the only explanation. A major trial tracking the heart health of people on semaglutide suggested that patients can have cardiovascular improvements even if they don't lose much weight. "It is quite clear that there are benefits to these drugs that are beyond weight loss," Seeley said.



GLP-1s improve health outcomes through three mechanisms, Daniel Drucker, a professor of medicine at the University of Toronto who co-discovered GLP-1 in the 1980s, told me. (Both Drucker and Seeley have consulted with GLP-1 manufacturers, as have many prominent obesity researchers.) The first mechanism involves the main functions of the drug: controlling blood sugar and inducing weight loss. That the drug coaxes the pancreas into secreting insulin led to its development for diabetes. Weight loss mostly happens through a separate process affecting the brain and gut that prompts a waning appetite and a lingering feeling of fullness. Disentangling their effects is difficult because high blood sugar can lead to weight gain, and is linked to many of the same chronic illnesses as obesity, including heart disease and cancer. The significant reductions in the risk of cardiovascular disease and death from chronic kidney disease seen by people on GLP-1 drugs "certainly reflect" both changes in blood sugar and weight, Drucker said.



A second mechanism that could explain some of these health effects is that the drugs act directly on certain organs. GLP-1 receptors exist on tissues all over the body: throughout the lungs, kidneys, cardiovascular system, gut, skin, and central nervous system. The drugs' heart benefits, for example, might involve GLP-1 receptors in the heart and blood vessels, Steven Heymsfield, a professor who studies obesity at Louisiana State University, told me.



Beyond affecting individual organs, GLP-1s likely spur wide-ranging effects across the body through a third, more generalized process: reducing inflammation. Chronic diseases associated with obesity and diabetes, such as liver, kidney, and cardiovascular disease, are "all driven in part by increased inflammation," which GLP-1s can help reduce, Drucker said.



In some situations, these mechanisms may work hand in hand, as in the case of Alzheimer's. An older GLP-1 drug called liraglutide has shown potential as a treatment for Alzheimer's, and semaglutide's effect on early stages of the disease is being tested in a Phase 3 trial. The brain is littered with GLP-1 receptors, inflammation is known to be a central driver of neurodegeneration, and losing weight and having lower blood sugar "will probably help reduce the rate of cognitive decline," Drucker said.



More complex effects will be harder to disentangle. The drugs are thought to curb addictive and compulsive behaviors, such as alcohol overuse, impulse shopping, and gambling. In animals, GLP-1s have been shown to affect the brain's reward circuitry--a handy explanation, but perhaps an overly simplistic one. "Reward isn't just one thing," Seeley said. The mechanism that makes eating rewarding may differ slightly from that of smoking or gambling. If that's the case, it wouldn't make sense for a single drug to tamp down all of those behaviors.

Read: Did scientists accidentally invent an anti-addiction drug? 

Still other benefits of GLP-1s have yet to be explained. In a large study of people with diabetes published in February, those who took GLP-1s had a lower risk of colorectal cancer than those who didn't--and weight didn't seem to be a factor. One possible explanation for the link is that the drugs reduce inflammation that could lead to cancer. Yet recent research in mice suggests that blocking the GLP-1 receptor--that is, doing the opposite of what the drugs do--is what triggers the immune system to fight colorectal cancer.



Some of the ancillary effects being observed now will prove to be legitimate; others won't. "This happens every time we discover a new molecule," Seeley said. At first, a drug proves to be amazingly effective against the condition it's designed to treat. As more people use it, new effects come to light; before long, it begins to seem like a cure-all. Research ensues. Then, the comedown: The studies, when completed, show that it can treat some conditions but not others. In the 1980s, statins emerged as a powerful treatment for high cholesterol, and excitement then mounted about their additional benefits on kidney disease and cognitive decline. Now statins are largely used for their original purpose.



Each new discovery about what GLP-1s can do seems like a lucky surprise--a bonus effect of already miraculous drugs. But people don't want drugs that are surprising. They want ones that are effective: not medications that might lower their risk of other illnesses, but those that will. To make those drugs, manufacturers need to know what's actually happening in the body--to what degree the health effects can be attributed to more than just weight loss. To prescribe those drugs, health-care providers need to know the same thing. Doing so will become even harder as GLP-1s themselves become more complicated, targeting multiple other metabolic pathways, each with their own downstream effects. Tirzepatide already targets an additional hormone on top of GLP-1, and a drug that targets three hormones is on its way.



A fuller picture of the potential of GLP-1s may begin to emerge soon. Some of the trials investigating their effects on early Alzheimer's and Parkinson's are expected to have results before the end of 2025, offering "a glimpse of whether or not they work," Drucker said. Eventually, studies may reveal how they work--for these and all the other ancillary benefits. Drug companies are in a furious battle to develop new kinds of obesity drugs, and as it's shaping up, the future of these medications may not entirely be about obesity. As new kinds of drugs are developed, drugmakers will have to consider whether they maintain, improve upon, or weaken the other benefits, according to Drucker. Competition will likely give rise to a wide range of drugs, each specific to a certain condition or combination of them. GLP-1s might follow the trajectory of blood-pressure medications, which come in more than 200 types to suit all kinds of patients.



New benefits will propel GLP-1 further into the mainstream--not just by opening them up to new subsets of people, but by adding pressure on insurance providers to cover them. Medicare doesn't pay for obesity drugs, in part because the federal government has historically considered weight loss to be a cosmetic issue, not a medical one. But in March, after the FDA extended Wegovy's approval to include reducing cardiovascular risk in people with obesity, some Medicare plans began to offer coverage to patients with both weight and heart problems. That GLP-1s have multiple uses is not in itself miraculous. But it would be a small miracle if all of their additional effects, whether separate from or downstream of weight loss, are what help obesity drugs become as widely available as so many other life-changing treatments.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/06/ozempic-obesity-drugs-additional-benefits/678658/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business | The ...
          
        

      

      Politics | The Atlantic

      
        Let's Talk About Trump's Gibberish
        Tom Nichols

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Perhaps the greatest trick Donald Trump ever pulled was convincing millions of people--and the American media--to treat his lapses into fantasies and gibberish as a normal, meaningful form of oratory. But Trump is not a normal person, and his speeches are not normal political events.For too long, Trump has gotten away with pretending that his emotional issues are just part of some offbeat New York charm or an expression of ...

      

      
        Trump Rants About Sharks, and Everyone Just Pretends It's Normal
        Brian Klaas

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Hours before meeting with his probation officer about his recent felony convictions, a leading candidate for U.S. president went on a bizarre rant about sharks.Sharks, Donald Trump claimed, were attacking more frequently than usual (not true) and posed a newfound risk because boats were being required to use batteries (not true), which would cause them to sink because they were too heavy (really, really not true--the world...

      

      
        Why California Is Swinging Right on Crime
        Conor Friedersdorf

        As Gavin Newsom rose from mayor of San Francisco to governor of California, he championed progressive efforts to reclassify various felonies as misdemeanors, to end the death penalty, and to legalize marijuana. After George Floyd's murder in 2020, he signed laws barring cops from using a controversial chokehold and requiring independent probes in police shootings, bragging that "California has advanced a new conversation about broader criminal justice reform."But since his second term began last ...

      

      
        Ruth Bader Biden
        Mark Leibovich

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.We are a little over one week removed from the verdict--that verdict--and Democrats have what they've long been craving: a conviction of Donald Trump, 34 times over. What impact, if any, is it having on this noisy roulette game in which we're trapped? Let us do the responsible thing and hedge: too soon, too soon. But early polls suggest that a significant plurality of Americans agree with the jury's decision, and that it co...

      

      
        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 ...
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        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...

      

      
        How 2024 Could Transform American Elections
        Russell Berman

        Updated at 11:55 a.m. ET on June 10, 2024The 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 hav...
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Let's Talk About Trump's Gibberish

What the former president's shark tirade says about American politics and media

by Tom Nichols




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


Perhaps the greatest trick Donald Trump ever pulled was convincing millions of people--and the American media--to treat his lapses into fantasies and gibberish as a normal, meaningful form of oratory. But Trump is not a normal person, and his speeches are not normal political events.

For too long, Trump has gotten away with pretending that his emotional issues are just part of some offbeat New York charm or an expression of his enthusiasm for public performance. But Trump is obviously unfit--and something is profoundly wrong with a political environment in which he can now say almost anything, no matter how weird, and his comments will get a couple of days of coverage and then a shrug, as if to say: Another day, another Trump rant about sharks.

Wait, what?

Yes, sharks. In Las Vegas on Sunday, Trump went off-script--I have to assume that no competent speechwriter would have drafted this--and riffed on the important question of how to electrocute a shark while one attacks. He had been talking, he claims, to someone about electric boats: "I say, 'What would happen if the boat sank from its weight and you're in the boat, and you have this tremendously powerful battery, and the battery's now underwater, and there's a shark that's approximately 10 yards over there?'"

Read: Trump rants about sharks and everyone just pretends it's normal

As usual, Trump noted how much he impressed his interlocutor with his very smart hypothetical: "And he said, 'Nobody ever asks this question,' and it must be because of MIT, my relationship to MIT. Very smart." (MIT? Trump's uncle taught there and retired over a half century ago, when Trump was in his 20s, and died in 1985. Trump often implies that his uncle passed on MIT's brainpower by genetic osmosis or something.)

This ramble went on for a bit longer, until Trump made it clear that given his choice, he'd rather be zapped instead of eaten: "But you know what I'd do if there was a shark or you get electrocuted? I'll take electrocution every single time. I'm not getting near the shark. So we're going to end that, we're going to end it for boats, we're going to end it for trucks."

Hopefully, this puts to rest any pressing questions among Americans about the presumptive Republican nominee's feelings on electric vehicles and their relationship to at least two gruesome ways to die.

Sure, it seems funny--Haha! Uncle Don is telling that crazy shark story again!--until we remember that this man wants to return to a position where he would hold America's secrets, be responsible for the execution of our laws, and preside as the commander in chief of the most powerful military in the world. A moment that seems like oddball humor should, in fact, terrify any American voter, because this behavior in anyone else would be an instant disqualification for any political office, let alone the presidency. (Actually, a delusional, rambling felon known to have owned weapons would likely fail a security check for even a visit to the Oval Office.)

Nor was the Vegas monologue the first time: Trump for years has fallen off one verbal cliff after another, with barely a ripple in the national consciousness. I am not a psychiatrist, and I am not diagnosing Trump with anything. I am, however, a man who has lived on this Earth for more than 60 years, and I know someone who has serious emotional problems when I see them played out in front of me, over and over. The 45th president is a disturbed person. He cannot be trusted with any position of responsibility--and especially not with a nuclear arsenal of more than 1,500 weapons. One wrong move could lead to global incineration.

Why hasn't there been more sustained and serious attention paid to Trump's emotional state?

First, Trump's target audience is used to him. Watch the silence that descends over the crowds at such moments; when Trump wanders off into the recesses of his own mind, they chit-chat or check their phones or look around, waiting for him to come back and offer them an applause line. For them, it's all just part of the show.

George T. Conway III: Unfit for office

Second, Trump's staff tries to put just enough policy fiber into Trump's nutty verbal souffles that they can always sell a talking point later, as if his off-ramps from reality are merely tiny bumps in otherwise sensible speeches. Trump himself occasionally seems surprised when these policy nuggets pop up in a speech; when reading the teleprompter, he sometimes adds comments such as "so true, so true," perhaps because he's encountering someone else's words for the first time and agreeing with them. Thus, they will later claim that questions about sharks or long-dead uncles are just bad-faith distractions from substance. (These are the same Republicans who claim that every verbal stumble from Joe Biden indicates full-blown dementia.)

Third, and perhaps most concerning in terms of public discussion, many people in the media have fallen under the spell of the Jedi hand-waves from Trump and his people that none of this is as disturbing and weird as it sounds. The refs have been worked: A significant segment of the media--and even the Democratic Party--has bought into a Republican narrative that asking whether Trump is mentally unstable is somehow biased and elitist, the kind of thing that could only occur to Beltway mandarins who don't understand how the candidate talks to normal people.

Such objections are mendacious nonsense and represent a massive double standard. As Eugene Robinson of The Washington Post wrote today: "It is irresponsible to obsess over President Biden's tendency to mangle a couple of words in a speech while Donald Trump is out there sounding detached from reality." Biden's mush-mouthed moments fall well within the range of normal gaffes. Had he or any other American politician said anything even remotely like one of Trump's bizarre digressions, we'd be flooded with front-page stories about it. Pundits would be solemnly calling for a Much Needed National Conversation about the Twenty-Fifth Amendment.

It is long past time for anyone who isn't in the Trump base to admit, and to keep talking about, something that has been obvious for years: Donald Trump is unstable. Some of these problems were evident when he first ran, and we now know from revelations by many of his former staff that his problems processing information and staying tethered to reality are not part of some hammy act.

Worse, the people who once managed Trump's cognitive and emotional issues are gone, never to return. A second Trump White House will be staffed with the bottom of the barrel--the opportunists and hangers-on willing to work for a reprehensible man. His Oval Office will be empty of responsible and experienced public servants if the day comes when someone has to explain to him why war might be about to erupt on the Korean peninsula or why the Russian or Chinese nuclear forces have gone on alert, and he starts talking about frying sharks with boat batteries.

The 45th president is deeply unwell. It is long past time for Americans, including those in public life, to recognize his inability to serve as the 47th.
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Trump Rants About Sharks, and Everyone Just Pretends It's Normal

Par for the course. Trump is Trump. But imagine the response if Joe Biden had said it.

by Brian Klaas




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


Hours before meeting with his probation officer about his recent felony convictions, a leading candidate for U.S. president went on a bizarre rant about sharks.

Sharks, Donald Trump claimed, were attacking more frequently than usual (not true) and posed a newfound risk because boats were being required to use batteries (not true), which would cause them to sink because they were too heavy (really, really not true--the world's heaviest cruise ship, the Icon of the Seas, managed to stay afloat because of the laws of physics despite weighing more than 550 million pounds).

Trump, undeterred by truth or science, invoked his intellectual credentials by mentioning his "relationship to MIT." (Trump's uncle was a professor at the university, pioneering rotational radiation therapy, which seems a somewhat tenuous connection for conferring shark- or battery-related expertise to his nephew.) If Trump had been able to ask his uncle about the risks of being electrocuted by a boat battery because, as Trump put it, "there's a lot of electric current coming through that water," perhaps the professor would have informed him that high-capacity batteries would rapidly discharge in seawater and pose minuscule risk to humans because the water conducts electricity far better than human bodies do.

Sharks appear to have troubled Trump's mind for years. On July 4, 2013, Trump twice tweeted about them, saying, "Sorry folks, I'm just not a fan of sharks--and don't worry, they will be around long after we are gone." Two minutes later, he followed that nugget of wisdom with: "Sharks are last on my list--other than perhaps the losers and haters of the World!"

McKay Coppins: Why attacks on Trump's mental acuity don't land

These deranged rants are tempting to laugh off. They're par for the course. Trump is Trump. But Trump may also soon be the president of the United States. Imagine the response if Joe Biden had made the same rambling remarks, word for word. Consider this excerpt:

"I say, 'What would happen if the boat sank from its weight and you're in the boat and you have this tremendously powerful battery and the battery's underwater, and there's a shark that's approximately 10 yards over there?' By the way, a lot of shark attacks lately. Do you notice that? A lot of shark ... I watched some guys justifying it today: 'Well, they weren't really that angry. They bit off the young lady's leg because of the fact that they were not hungry, but they misunderstood who she was.' These people are crazy."

Coming from Biden, that exact statement might have prompted calls from across the political spectrum for him to drop out of the race. From Trump, it was a blip that barely registered. I've previously called this dynamic "the banality of crazy": Trump's ludicrous statements are ignored precisely because they're so routine--and routine occurrences don't drive the news. They are the proverbial "dog bites man" stories that get ignored by the press. Except that even this truism breaks down when it comes to the asymmetry between coverage of Trump and Biden: Based on Google News tallies, the news story about Biden's dog biting a Secret Service agent spurred far more press coverage than Trump saying that he would order shoplifters to be shot without a trial if he became president.

Brian Klaas: Trump floats the idea of executing Joint Chiefs Chairman Milley

Still, Trump appears to be benefiting from the sheer superfluity of crazy. At rallies, the former president makes stream-of-consciousness statements that would raise questions about the mental acuity of anyone who said them at, say, the tail end of a night at a neighborhood bar, but that somehow don't generate the same level of concern within the press or the Republican Party when Trump says them in front of a cheering crowd. By contrast, when Biden makes a gaffe--mixing up a name or a date rather than, for example, suggesting that boats sink because they're heavy--questions arise about his mental fitness to be president. A president who occasionally misspeaks is far less worrying than one who purveys delusional fantasies and conspiracy theories. Biden may gaffe, but he lives in reality; Trump often doesn't.

Today, a prominent New York Times columnist called on one of the two candidates to drop out. Astonishingly, it wasn't the authoritarian felon who inspired a violent mob to attack the Capitol, tried to overturn a democratic election, has been banned from doing business in New York due to fraud--and yet again showcased his loose grip on reality by ranting about sharks.
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Why California Is Swinging Right on Crime

Viral videos and their outraging, perception-changing, galvanizing effects may have propelled both outraged skepticism of tough-on-crime tactics and the backlash to it.

by Conor Friedersdorf




As Gavin Newsom rose from mayor of San Francisco to governor of California, he championed progressive efforts to reclassify various felonies as misdemeanors, to end the death penalty, and to legalize marijuana. After George Floyd's murder in 2020, he signed laws barring cops from using a controversial chokehold and requiring independent probes in police shootings, bragging that "California has advanced a new conversation about broader criminal justice reform."

But since his second term began last year, he has more often talked like a tough-on-crime conservative, promoting efforts to hire more cops; to surge state police into high-crime cities; to impose harsher penalties on drug dealers, car burglars, and retail thieves; to install more surveillance cameras; and to deploy state prosecutors to Alameda County, where the progressive district attorney is flailing. "An arrest isn't enough," Newsom said this year, urging more prosecutions. "Whether it's 'bipping' or carjacking, attempted murder or fentanyl trafficking, individuals must be held accountable for their crimes using the full and appropriate weight of the law."

Mark Leibovitch: Gavin Newsom can't help himself

That hard pivot to the politics of law and order describes not only California's governor, but the Golden State as a whole. Voters and the politicians who represent them, mostly Democrats, embraced progressive attitudes and rhetoric toward criminal-justice reform for at least a decade. By the summer of 2020, the University of Southern California politics professor Dan Schnur told the Financial Times, "it appeared we were witnessing a seminal shift in public thinking on these issues." But just two years later, he continued, "more traditional approaches to public safety" were resurgent.

San Francisco recalled its progressive district attorney, Chesa Boudin, in 2022. That city's progressive mayor, London Breed, now says, "Compassion is killing people. And we have to push forth some tough love." Los Angeles's progressive mayor, Karen Bass, keeps trying to hire more cops. Many Californians favor harsher penalties for what are now misdemeanors.

Why did the politics of crime change so rapidly? Rising crime surely played a major part. Still, crime does not approach the rate that afflicted California during the 1980s and '90s, when law-and-order concerns last dominated its politics. And there is intense new concern about crime even in Orange County, Ventura County, and the Central Coast, where it has increased less than elsewhere and most residents are neither unsafe nor governed by overreaching progressives. I doubt the pendulum would be swinging as far or as fast but for changes in the tenor of crime that Californians have seen, most often via video. In fact, viral videos and their outraging, perception-changing, galvanizing effects may have propelled both outraged skepticism of tough-on-crime tactics and the backlash to it.

For a case study in the changing rates of crime, consider Oakland. After averaging 80 murders per year from 2014 to 2019, Oakland suffered 97 murders in 2020, 132 murders in 2021, 119 in 2022, and 124 in 2023. That's when the local NAACP, which had focused on stopping police violence on the first anniversary of Floyd's death, published an open letter demanding a state of emergency. "Women are targeted by young mobs and viciously beaten and robbed in downtown and uptown neighborhoods," it declared. "Asians are assaulted in Chinatown. Street vendors are robbed in Fruitvale. News crews have their cameras stolen while they report on crime. Everyone is in danger."

The tenor of the crime changed as well--it feels newly brazen, in your face, unapologetic. This shift is vividly captured by the writer Matt Feeney, a resident of Oakland, in an insightful 2023 essay, "California's Criminals Need an Audience." He opens the essay by describing a crime he recently experienced: A car braked hard on a busy commercial strip on a Saturday afternoon and a young passenger in a hoodie and mask emerged, then calmly smashed a window of a parked vehicle, stole something, and leaped back into his own car, repeating the crime farther up the street. Rather than immediately fleeing, they even made a U-turn so that they could rob cars parked on the opposite side, "the whole time holding the stunned attention of Oakland pedestrians, who are well accustomed to car burglary but conditioned from earlier years to think of it as something done in stealth." Onlookers felt they ought to do something--but they did not, Feeney explained, because he and they feared that the robbers had guns.

Read: Why California wants to recall its most progressive prosecutors

Witnessing acts like that altered how Feeney thinks of crime. Before, if he woke up to discover that someone had smashed his car window in the night, he would try, like many in progressive communities, to think of the crime as "structural," flowing from societal forces such as poverty, inequality, and racism, rather than the product of bad choices freely made by individuals. But a window-smasher "doing his thing in broad daylight," close enough to make eye contact with those too fearful to stop him, "appears to have not just agency but a bubbling surplus of it," he wrote. "He looks like the most purposeful, composed, indeed self-realised person on the street."

Of course, even in an era of rising crime, most Californians haven't seen any such spectacle in person. But "this sense of full agency and conscious, vigorous industry also comes through in surveillance videos of recent local crimes," Feeney adds, "videos of a robbery team carefully using a car to break into several auto repair shops on the same block; a young man calmly pistol-whipping a woman across the face as he begins to rob her; another young man who, showing real commitment to his task, drags a screaming woman down a street by the strap of her purse."

Such footage has repeatedly gone viral on the major social-media platforms and has been highlighted by almost every news organization that serves Californians. Politicians are pressed to address it. Drive-time talk-radio hosts rant about it. It is hard to escape.

Back in 2014, reflecting on the Rodney King tape, and the later explosion of citizen videos that smartphones enabled, I published an essay called "Video Killed Trust in Police Officers." In ensuing years, as social-media users shared videos of police abuses, viral clips continued to change the impressions of many Americans and radicalized some. But even as such videos fueled the Black Lives Matter movement, perhaps making it inevitable that the Floyd video would galvanize public support for a generational reckoning, I failed to grasp something important: The same technology would propel the pendulum in the opposite direction.

A different sort of outrageous behavior--brazen lawlessness and disorder--is just as easily documented by video cameras and just as easily amplified by algorithms. As the tenor of crime changed, that footage also altered the impressions of Americans, outraging many. Past studies suggest not only that media influences public perceptions of crime, but that seeing crime on local TV news in particular has a greater effect on fear of crime than reading about it. This result is relevant not only because TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube are platforms where viral videos of today's lawlessness and disorder routinely amass lots of views, but also because some of those viral videos are then broadcast on local TV, embedded in the web versions of local newspaper articles, and circulated in the Nextdoor feeds of people in the communities where they occurred. The videos reach every generation where they get information.

An illustrative example is a 2023 news segment broadcast on KCAL 9, a station in Los Angeles, which then reposted the segment on YouTube. It contains several scenes of surveillance footage of retail thefts where a crowd of people rush into a store in a coordinated surge to grab as much as they can as quickly as possible before fleeing the scene. News producers presumably first saw the footage on TikTok or YouTube. 

Rewatching the segment, I'm struck that it contains more outraging footage of robbers wreaking havoc in stores than anything I had witnessed since the 1992 L.A. riots. Perhaps because, when I was a newspaper reporter in the aughts, I interviewed shop owners and retail employees terrorized by crime, I find that footage particularly outraging. Others might feel more upset or anxiety watching a city block filled with people taking fentanyl in the open, or footage of criminals captured by the Ring doorbell of their own neighbor. Whatever kind of lawlessness or disorder bothers you most, odds are that it's only a click away. As San Francisco Police Chief Bill Scott said, addressing viral videos of lawbreaking in his own city and their predictable effects, "People then start fearing crime, even if they haven't been victimized."

When I ran my theory by the criminologist Peter Moskos, he agreed that routine exposure to such footage changes some of us, because seeing video of lawlessness feels less abstract than hearing about it.

Don't forget about the "order" part of law-and-order sentiments, he added--lots of people "want to and even enjoy playing by the rules, and expect things to go well if they do," he said in an email. So "unshameful public rule-breaking bothers people viscerally, even if it doesn't directly affect them." Consider this video of two well-dressed women shoplifting from a San Francisco boutique. No one is frightened of those two, but many people are outraged by them.

In 2020, when many Californians were newly awakened to flaws in the criminal-justice system, progressives were seduced by a politics of outrage. I understand why. After decades of relative indifference to police abuses, viral videos of bad behavior by cops were fueling highly emotional protests, extreme rhetoric, righteous indignation, social pressure for solidarity, and strident anger at anyone who urged nuance or expressed skepticism about the prevailing narrative. That "reckoning" struck many at the time as a rare opportunity for overdue change.

But outrage politics proved a poor foundation for lasting criminal-justice reform. A movement powered by outrage turned out to be too unfocused to identify the most prudent reforms, too radicalized to avoid overreach (like the ill-fated push by activists to focus on defunding the police instead of improving it), and too shallow and fleeting in the support it commanded to survive a sustained increase in crime--a pitfall progressive activists failed to anticipate. Many were too young to remember a time when crime was rising, too privileged to worry about how quickly a spike in murders would end more lower-class lives than many years of police killings, and too self-righteously indignant to engage with their best critics or even to guard against grift.

Californians are correct to react against the progressive excesses of 2020 and its most harmful consequences, largely borne by the poor and vulnerable. As the Oakland NAACP put it, "Failed leadership, including the movement to defund the police, our District Attorney's unwillingness to charge and prosecute people who murder and commit life threatening serious crimes, and the proliferation of anti-police rhetoric have created a heyday for Oakland criminals. If there are no consequences for committing crime in Oakland, crime will continue to soar."

But as Californians apply pressure on the state's leaders to address lawlessness and disorder, I hope they avoid new excesses by learning a key lesson from the moment they are reacting against: that unless outrage is tempered and mastered, it fuels maladaptive responses.

In 1994, during a high-crime period in California history, Republican Governor Pete Wilson boosted his reelection campaign by signing a law mandating life sentences for most criminals convicted of a third felony. Voters overwhelmingly reaffirmed that approach, passing a "three strikes" ballot initiative that same year with 72 percent of the vote.

Read: The murder rate is suddenly falling

In ensuing years, the state's prison population soared and violent crime declined, ultimately reaching 50-year lows in 2014. The incarceration rate was so high that a backlash to it was inevitable. And more safety created new political possibilities. For example, that year, nearly 60 percent of voters supported Proposition 47, a ballot initiative that aimed to reduce prison populations and save money by making most nonviolent property and drug crimes misdemeanors rather than felonies. Given an opportunity to reverse course in 2020, voters rejected it: So long as crime was under control, the progressive new approach to punishment proved politically sustainable.

This November, voters will get a new opportunity to amend Proposition 47. Should they? I have doubts. I suspect that when 2024 is over, we'll look back and see crime falling even without any changes to the law. I wonder whether police and prosecutors more aggressively enforcing misdemeanors would do more good and cost less than changing some misdemeanors back to felonies. Having lived through the "law and order" politics of the '90s and the "defund and disorder" politics of recent years, I am wary of yet another excessive swing of the pendulum.

But more than the outcome of these policy fights, I care about how we decide them. Californians can master our outrage by prizing data over anecdote, greeting viral videos with circumspection, and tempering rather than cheering rash, emotional responses to infuriating injustices. Mediating the pendulum's swing makes it less likely to swing back too hard.
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Ruth Bader Biden

No matter the obstacles that Donald Trump creates for himself, Joe Biden's candidacy remains an existentially risky, perhaps disastrous, proposition.

by Mark Leibovich




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


We are a little over one week removed from the verdict--that verdict--and Democrats have what they've long been craving: a conviction of Donald Trump, 34 times over. What impact, if any, is it having on this noisy roulette game in which we're trapped? Let us do the responsible thing and hedge: too soon, too soon. But early polls suggest that a significant plurality of Americans agree with the jury's decision, and that it could produce at least a small bump in support for President Joe Biden.

The Manhattan verdict has interrupted the flare-up of bad vibes that had afflicted Democrats for weeks. "A pervasive sense of fear has settled in at the highest levels of the Democratic Party," began one assessment in Politico a few days before Trump's conviction. This followed a grim set of battleground polls in May from The New York Times and Siena College, and another survey, from The Cook Political Report With Amy Walter, finding that Biden was significantly underperforming Democratic Senate candidates in five of those key states.

But here is a broader thematic reality for the president: Bad vibes have been the persistent feature of his campaign. No matter the obstacles Trump creates for himself, Biden remains a comprehensively weak incumbent, weighed down by the same liabilities that burdened him from the start, beginning with the largest, and completely unfixable, one: At 81, he is much too old to run for president. Durable supermajorities of voters still do not want any part of Biden at this age. His bullheaded insistence on doing something no one has ever done (Ronald Reagan, then the oldest president in American history, was 77 when he retired), along with the unwillingness or inability of Democrats to stop him, remains an existentially risky, potentially disastrous, proposition. The stakes remain appallingly high. If Biden loses in November, that's all anyone will remember him for.

Mark Leibovich: Why Biden shouldn't run in 2024

If Biden manages to win in November, I will apologize happily--ecstatically--for feeding the bad vibes of spring. But it's not just vibes: It's the stagnant data behind them, a dynamic that's been locked in place for months. At best, Biden is still tied in national polls, and he has shown little evidence of reversing his deficits in the most contested states.

Whatever benefit Biden received from the jury in New York, something else will inevitably smack him back in the other direction. The Wall Street Journal ignited one such furor Tuesday night when it published a story that included several accounts of the president showing "signs of slipping" in private meetings. The article was criticized, with some validity, for relying heavily on accounts from obviously partisan sources--Speaker of the House Mike Johnson and his predecessor, Kevin McCarthy. The White House protested, as it always does over matters of Biden's age and fitness, easily the topic that members of the Biden administration get most touchy about--for good reason.

Meanwhile, last week's verdict seems to have sparked something akin to activation energy among Republicans. The claim, no matter how dubious, that Democrats have "weaponized" the courts against Trump has clearly galvanized sectors of the right. "Through two primaries and two general elections I have never voted for Trump," Conn Carroll, the commentary editor for the conservative Washington Examiner, posted on X last week. "I would crawl over broken glass to vote for him now." Trump's campaign and the Republican National Committee said that they raised a combined $141 million in May, boosted by a surge in donations in the 24-hour period following the verdict. This nearly doubles what Trump and the RNC raised in April.

At the same time, the various RC Cola candidates--Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Cornel West, Jill Stein--keep landing on swing-state ballots, or getting close to them. (Stein, the Green Party nominee, says she's nearly there in Pennsylvania.) This could easily prove to be bad news for Biden, as evidenced by an NPR/PBS NewsHour/Marist poll last month that had Biden up two points over Trump in a two-person race, but losing by four when Kennedy, Stein, and West were included.

Mark Leibovich: The case for a primary challenge to Joe Biden

In its ongoing effort to console nervous Democrats, Bidenworld keeps trotting out its usual barrage of "Don't worry," "Voters haven't really tuned in yet," and "There's still plenty of time left." It is now June. Is this reassurance or wishful thinking? Does Biden's team have any coherent message about what he hopes to accomplish in a second term, apart from thwarting Trump and staying alive?

A credible case could be made that Biden has done a good job as president, starting with the achievement that has earned him hero-of-democracy status: beating a racist autocrat in 2020. Biden has passed meaningful legislation; managed, to some degree of success (so far, at least), a welter of impossible foreign-policy crises; and generally been a norm-respecting mensch. You could also make a case that he has been a terrible candidate for reelection from the start. His presidential approval numbers would likely be higher had he imposed a four-year limit on himself and actually served as a "bridge" to younger Democratic leaders, as he suggested he would during his 2020 campaign.

It is too late for Democrats to do anything about their predicament now, barring some 11th-hour event that triggers an extremely unlikely swap-out of nominees at the Democratic National Convention. Trump and his party keep pushing further beyond the bounds of what would have been unthinkable even a year ago.

I've written variations of this before, most recently in March, following an earlier stink bomb from the Times and Siena. The next day, Biden delivered his high-energy and well-received State of the Union address, which, of course, instantly rendered all concern about his age and fitness inoperative--for a few weeks. Biden's average approval rating from 538 now sits at 37.6 percent, slightly down from the 38.1 percent he was registering before the State of the Union.

Mark Leibovich: It's not just that Biden is old

Like many people, I've made the unwelcome comparison between Biden and Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, the late liberal icon whose legacy was stained by her unwillingness to retire while Barack Obama was still president. Ginsburg's death, at 87, occurred in the final months of the Trump administration, which allowed him to appoint her successor (Amy Coney Barrett). The Real Time host Bill Maher dubbed the octogenarian president "Ruth Bader Biden" on his HBO program last September. Biden, Maher said, was "the person who doesn't know when to quit and so does great damage to their party and their country."

Biden's conduct is far worse than Ginsburg's, in fact, given the awesome power of the presidency and the havoc Trump could unleash with it this time.

I don't keep bringing this up because I enjoy having jittery Democrats who secretly agree with this assessment tell me to shut up, that my doomsaying is "not helpful." They reiterate that Trump would be tragically worse for the country than even an 86-year-old Biden in the White House. That's essentially been Biden's message for the past five years: "Don't compare me to the Almighty. Compare me to the alternative." He continues to submit that the main rationale for his presidency is as a high-stakes game of keep-away. There's no question he's better than the alternative, but that doesn't mean it's enough.
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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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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 regulations. "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 in 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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How 2024 Could Transform American Elections

A radical reform to de-radicalize politics faces its biggest test in November.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 11:55 a.m. ET on June 10, 2024

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 has spent millions of dollars campaigning for Final Four Voting, 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."



This article originally stated that Katherine Gehl devised Final Four Voting. In fact, the concept existed before she began campaigning for it.
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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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        The Fundamentalist, the Technocrat, and the Reformist
        Arash Azizi

        The Soviet despot Joseph Stalin once said that it is not the voters who matter most in elections but those who count the votes. When it comes to elections held in the Islamic Republic of Iran, the real power belongs to the small body of clerics and jurists called the Guardian Council, which vets every candidate and decides who gets to run. The council's 12 members are directly or indirectly appointed by Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, an octogenarian who still calls all the most important ...

      

      
        Trump Is Not America's Le Pen
        Anne Applebaum

        Updated at 10:55 p.m. ET on January 12, 2024The elections to the European Parliament are, for politics junkies, what the World Cup is for soccer fans. There are 27 countries with 27 different sets of parties--center-right, center-left, far right, far left, liberal, conservative, green--and 27 sets of statistics to peruse. Because these are not national elections, and because they do not usually change governments, voters often treat them experimentally, voting for parties they would not choose to r...
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In recent days, people in cities and villages across China have been celebrating the Dragon Boat Festival. Locals and tourists gather to watch dragon-boat races, enjoy traditional food, and pray for good luck during this annual summer folk festival. Gathered below are recent images from festi...

      

      
        Israel's Wartime Government Just Collapsed. Does It Matter?
        Yair Rosenberg

        On Sunday evening, Israel's government was hit with its biggest internal shock since October 7. Benny Gantz, a centrist opposition leader, announced his party's departure from the country's emergency war government. In a prime-time speech to the Israeli public, the former general rapped Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for putting his personal interest ahead of the national interest, saying that "fateful strategic decisions are met with hesitation and procrastination due to political considerati...

      

      
        What America Owes the Planet
        Vann R. Newkirk II

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Before Kyoto and Paris, there was Chantilly. In early 1991, diplomats, scientists, and policy makers from around the world arrived at a hotel conference center near Virginia's Dulles International Airport, which is famously far from everything. The delegates had been tasked with creating the first international framework for confronting climate change. An ill omen shrouded the proceedings: Virginia was in the...

      

      
        Why Russia Is Happy at War
        Anastasia Edel

        On June 12, Russia celebrates its Independence Day. The commemoration was instituted by President Boris Yeltsin in 1992 to a collective shrug--"Who did Russia declare independence from?" people asked. But in the early 2000s, President Vladimir Putin elevated the day to a major national celebration, accompanied by a cornucopia of flag-waving. For the past two years, "Russia Day," as it is popularly known, has gone beyond reenactments of historic military victories to celebrate the country's ongoing...
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Two rocket launches from the southern United States, flooding rivers in southwestern Germany, commemorations on the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings in France, a scene from the French Open tennis tournament in Paris, continued Israeli attacks in Gaza, large-scale calligraphy as artwork in...

      

      
        Photos: Commemorating the 80th Anniversary of the D-Day Landings
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For the past week, sites in the United Kingdom and France have been hosting a number of events leading up to today, the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings of June 6, 1944. Veterans, families, dignitaries, and visitors have gathered at former battlefields and cemeteries to commemorate the Allied la...

      

      
        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 Failing State Next Door
        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 ...
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The Fundamentalist, the Technocrat, and the Reformist

Khamenei has set the stage for Iran's presidential election.

by Arash Azizi




The Soviet despot Joseph Stalin once said that it is not the voters who matter most in elections but those who count the votes. When it comes to elections held in the Islamic Republic of Iran, the real power belongs to the small body of clerics and jurists called the Guardian Council, which vets every candidate and decides who gets to run. The council's 12 members are directly or indirectly appointed by Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, an octogenarian who still calls all the most important shots.

On Sunday, the council presented the final slate of candidates for the presidential election to be held on June 28, following last month's death in a helicopter accident of Ebrahim Raisi, Iran's hard-line president and Khamenei yes-man. Of the 80 current and former regime officials who registered to run, the council approved only six. The race will now be chiefly among two major conservative candidates and a lone reformist.

You can call them the technocrat, the fundamentalist, and the reformist, respectively: Parliamentary Speaker Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, a former mayor and police chief, who is known for his strongman tendencies and base of support in the powerful militia Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC); Saeed Jalili, a former national-security adviser who is infamous for his Islamist fundamentalism, even by the regime's standards; and Masud Pezeshkian, a member of Parliament, physician, and former health minister under President Mohammad Khatami. Because Pezeshkian was one of the three candidates endorsed by the Iranian Reformist Front, the reformists will now have to walk back their threat to boycott the vote.

Read: Is Iran a country or a cause?

The main surprise on Sunday was the disqualification of Ali Larijani, a centrist conservative who might have offered the regime a chance to tack back to the West-facing policies of the centrist former president Hassan Rouhani. Larijani was barred from running, just as he had been in 2021. According to sources I spoke with, the council's vote on him was far from unanimous. Still, some told me that the anti-American establishment balked at the fact that his daughter holds a faculty position at Emory University in Atlanta.

Much more predictable was the disqualification of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the conservative former president whose populist shenanigans gained him some street cred, but whose anti-clerical leanings have led Khamenei to distrust him as a loose cannon.

Notably, the long list of those disqualified also includes several of the late President Raisi's cabinet ministers. Their exclusion is a slap in the face to the notorious "Circle of M," a shadowy clique of hard-liners close to Raisi's powerful son-in-law Meqdad Nili. In other words, even if hard-liners stay in charge, it'll be a different set of hard-liners.

Why did the Guardian Council, and its ultimate source of authority, Khamenei, set the stage like this?

Khamenei is known to be indecisive, forever hedging his bets and trying to balance the regime's many factions, each of which he owes something to. He is too paranoid to trust any single person or bloc. The final slate likely reflects his best effort to keep popular discontent and elite infighting from becoming unmanageable.

From the perspective of the regime's and Khamenei's interests, both Qalibaf and Jalili have pros and cons. As a loyal disciple of the regime's revolutionary creed, Jalili could offer a safe pair of hands at the helm. But his extremism will further narrow the Islamic Republic's base of support. He is likely to bring about an even harsher subjugation of women and suppression of dissidents as well as a more hostile foreign policy. When he led Iran's nuclear negotiations from 2008 to 2013, Jalili was notorious for lecturing his Western counterparts instead of engaging in actual negotiations about Iran's nuclear program. He once showed up to a meeting with a demand for a change in the structure of the United Nations.

When Jalili previously ran for president, in 2013, even longtime conservatives such as former Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati criticized him for his inflexibility and claimed that he had sabotaged Iran's dealings with the West and helped provoke tighter sanctions. Qassem Soleimani, the chief of IRGC's external operations wing who was killed by a U.S. strike in 2020, once reportedly threatened to quit if Jalili was elected president. Khamenei likely approves of much of Jalili's agenda personally, but he may worry that pushing it through will be too divisive.

Qalibaf is cut from a wholly different cloth. Those who have known him for years attest that he is a power-hungry technocrat with hardly an ideological bone in his body, despite his many protestations to the contrary. Western media outlets have reported on his private expression of admiration for the Israeli military's role in civilian manufacturing. He was mayor of Tehran from 2005 to 2017, a period known for significant municipal corruption, but also for able management that made the city more livable in many ways.

Qalibaf's raw ambition is obvious, in that he has run for president repeatedly, and on wildly different platforms. In 2005, he compared himself to Reza Shah, the autocratic king who founded the Pahlavi dynasty that the 1979 Islamic Revolution overthrew. In 2017, he tried economic populism: He claimed that he represented the "96 percent," and called himself a "neo-conservative," to be distinguished from the hated hard-liners--then later withdrew in favor of the real hard-liner, Raisi.

In recent years, many in the ultraconservative camp have soured on Qalibaf. Some younger hard-liners vociferously attacked him in the parliamentary elections earlier this year, calling him "The Godfather" and taunting him with memes from the film. Qalibaf is a survivor: He took a hit in the polls but was nonetheless able to hang onto his role as speaker of Parliament, notably with support from centrist and reformist MPs. But the suspicion of him from the right may matter more this time around. If he becomes president, he will be in a good position to shape Iran's future after Khamenei's eventual death.

The supreme leader may be disinclined to empower a technocrat with no ideological principles at what could become a transitional moment for the Islamic Republic. Yet Qalibaf looks more and more like Khamenei's best choice. He has significant support within the IRGC and does not provoke the elite resistance that Jalili might. What's more, he very much appears to be the current front-runner. One ominous sign that he is the favored candidate may be the arrest on Sunday of two journalists known for covering his corruption. On Tuesday, in his first televised interview as a candidate, Qalibaf made populist promises--to fight illegal immigration from Afghanistan, for example--but also took pains to assure his conservative base of his devotion to the late President Raisi and his path.

Read: Who would benefit from Ebrahim Raisi's death?

The chance of the presidency going to a reformist for the first time since 2005 seems remote. The council might have approved Pezeshkian in the hope of increasing voter turnout, something the regime is always sensitive about. In 2021, the presidential election promised to be an uncompetitive coronation for Raisi, and a majority of voters stayed home. Khamenei might have cynically calculated that Pezeshkian won't garner enough votes to win but will bring enough people to the ballot boxes to push the turnout above 50 percent. At any rate, Pezeshkian is very much a loyal opposition figure and no real threat to the system. In his first televised interview after being approved, he disappointed even his early supporters by making no concrete promises for change and reiterating that he saw the job of the president as implementing "policies set by the Supreme Leader." One reformist former MP balked at this performance on social media, commenting that Pezeshkian would surely lose if he went on like this. The spokesperson for the Iranian Reformist Front urged him to do a better job of appealing to "the majority critical of the status quo."

Pezeshkian is certainly not in the race to be an also-ran. "We are in it to win," a source close to him told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity because they weren't authorized to talk to the media. In five upcoming televised debates, each of which will last four hours, he will have a chance to do what he failed to do in the initial interviews.

In fact, the current setup of candidates could actually favor Pezeshkian. The hard-line vote will be divided among Qalibaf, Jalili, and two other candidates, unless those two end up resigning in favor of Jalili. The only centrist conservative candidate, Mostafa Pourmohammadi, is a dour cleric, widely hated for his role in the execution of political prisoners in the 1980s.

Pezeshkian is thus likely to be a consensus candidate for reformists and centrists. Rouhani's centrist Moderation and Development Party has already endorsed him, as have several of his cabinet ministers, including former Foreign Minister Javad Zarif. If they are able to energize their base, Pezeshkian might have a real chance of winning, either on June 28 or in the second round, which will be held on July 8 if no candidate gets a majority at first. But that remains a very big if, given the candidate's early performance. Pezeshkian will likely play up his Turkic Azeri background, hoping to win the support of the up to 15 million Iranians who share that heritage. He also speaks Kurdish--the primary language of his Kurdish mother and of the city of Mahabad, where he was born--and so may additionally try to court the Kurdish and Sunni votes. But although such efforts could work in his favor, they could also play against him, as some ultranationalists, among both supporters and opponents of the regime, have already started attacking him as a "pro-ethnic candidate."

All of the candidates, Pezeshkian included, will have a tough time generating electoral enthusiasm. Most Iranians are disillusioned with the official politics of the Islamic Republic and its many factions. They remember the hundreds killed during demonstrations in recent years, including those under the centrist Rouhani. They know that real power doesn't rest with the presidency anyway. Khamenei, the country's autocratic ruler since 1989, has brought Iran to its nadir: economic disaster, political and social repression, international isolation, and the threat of an unwanted war with Israel and the United States. Those who count on Azeris showing up for Pezeshkian would do well to remember that only 28 percent of people in the ethnic Azeri stronghold of Tabriz turned up in the elections earlier this year that brought him to Parliament. Of the 1.9 million Tabrizis eligible to vote, fewer than 96,000 voted for him.

Still, Iranian political behavior is notoriously hard to predict. In the next two weeks, the candidates will wage an intense competition for hearts and minds. Whoever becomes the next president will not only hold the second most important job in the Islamic Republic; he will have a front-row seat to the real power struggle that is sure to arrive when Khamenei finally dies. Only then might we see actual change in the policies that have driven most Iranians to hate the regime.
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Trump Is Not America's Le Pen

He's worse.

by Anne Applebaum




Updated at 10:55 p.m. ET on January 12, 2024

The elections to the European Parliament are, for politics junkies, what the World Cup is for soccer fans. There are 27 countries with 27 different sets of parties--center-right, center-left, far right, far left, liberal, conservative, green--and 27 sets of statistics to peruse. Because these are not national elections, and because they do not usually change governments, voters often treat them experimentally, voting for parties they would not choose to run their countries, or else just voting in protest against whoever is in power, as Americans do in midterms. That makes them appealingly--or alarmingly--unpredictable.

Ever since Brexit, the British no longer vote in the European Parliament, and they never cared much about it anyway. Americans have always been pretty hazy about the institution (except when it suddenly turns out to have massive regulatory powers). Still, Anglo-American media always need a shorthand to sum up this messy, nuanced, continent-wide horse race, and on the morning after Sunday's vote, they found one: The Rise of the Far Right. And the follow-up talking point? America might head this way too.

Read: What Europe fears

Now let me make it more complicated.

When applied to France, the scary headlines were fair enough: Marine Le Pen's anti-establishment, far-right National Rally party (which has in fact been a part of the French establishment for decades, though never in charge) swept the board, which in that system means it won about a third of the votes. This was clearly a protest vote; it was clearly aimed at the French president, Emmanuel Macron, and he responded in kind. He called a snap French parliamentary election, which will force French voters to decide if they really want Le Pen, not just to represent them in the European Parliament, but to run the country.

He is betting that they do not. The rules are different in French national campaigns: The voting happens in two rounds, which means the winners have to get a higher percentage of the votes. If he's wrong, Le Pen could be prime minister, but she would have to share power with Macron, who would have three years in which to make her life miserable. If he's right, she loses again, as she has done many times before.

Almost everywhere else, the banner headline was wrong. In Poland, the far-right former ruling party came in second for the first time in a decade, beaten by the center-right current ruling party (whose government my husband, Radek Sikorski, serves in). In Hungary, a brand-new, insurgent center-right party unexpectedly took votes away from Viktor Orban's autocratic ruling party. In Slovakia, the Netherlands, and even Italy and France, the center-left did better than in previous elections. In Scandinavia and Spain, the far right did worse.

In Germany, the story is more complicated. The three-party ruling coalition did badly, but the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD), plagued by scandals that connect it to Russian money and Nazi sympathies, fared worse, with 16 percent of the vote, than some expected a few months ago. I don't want to downplay the threat of the AfD, with its poisonous rhetoric and financial ties to Russia, or the threat of its sister party in Austria, which narrowly placed first. But the real victors in Germany were the center-right Christian Democrats, who are neither pro-Nazi nor pro-Russia. On the contrary, they have been arguing for months that German Chancellor Olaf Scholz should do more to help Ukraine, not less.

For Americans, the message from these elections is alarming and unexpected, but not because of what is happening in Europe. Gaze across the continent, whether at Giorgia Meloni, the Italian prime minister whose party originated in Mussolini's fascist movement, or Le Pen, whose roots truly lie in Vichy, or Geert Wilders in the Netherlands, who once called his country's Parliament "fake," and you will see far-right leaders who have succeeded precisely by appearing to tack to the center, trying to sound less extreme, and dropping previous objections and embracing existing alliances, such as the European Union and NATO. They do talk a lot about immigration and inflation, but so do mainstream parties. Their goals may secretly be more radical--Le Pen may well be planning to undermine the French political system if she wins, and I don't believe that she has cut her ties to Russia--but they are succeeding by hiding that radicalism from voters.

Rachel Donadio: Can Giorgia Meloni govern Italy?

Donald Trump is not like these politicians. The former president is not tacking to the center, and he is not trying to appear less confrontational. Nor does he seek to embrace existing alliances. On the contrary, almost every day he sounds more extreme, more unhinged, and more dangerous. Meloni has not inspired her followers to block the results of an election. Le Pen does not rant about retribution and revenge. Wilders has agreed to be part of a coalition government, meaning that he can compromise with other political leaders, and has promised to put his notorious hostility to Muslims "on ice." Even Orban, who has gone the furthest in destroying his country's institutions and who has rewritten Hungary's constitution to benefit himself, doesn't brag openly about wanting to be an autocrat. Trump does. People around him speak openly about wanting to destroy American democracy too. None of this seems to hurt him with voters, who appear to welcome this destructive, radical extremism, or at least not to mind it.

American media cliches about Europe are wrong. In fact, the European far right is rising in some places, but falling in others. And we aren't "in danger" of following European voters in an extremist direction, because we are already well past them. If Trump wins in November, America could radicalize Europe, not the other way around.



This article previously misdescribed a French-parliamentary-election procedure.
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        Scenes from China's 2024 Dragon Boat Festival
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            	June 11, 2024
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            In recent days, people in cities and villages across China have been celebrating the Dragon Boat Festival. Locals and tourists gather to watch dragon-boat races, enjoy traditional food, and pray for good luck during this annual summer folk festival. Gathered below are recent images from festivals in Foshan, Nanjing, Fuzhou, Beijing, and more.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd looks on while people ride and row in a long, thin boat decorated with a dragon's head on its bow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in a nighttime dragon-boat river cruise during the Dragon Boat Festival in Foshan, China, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A couple of dozen people row vigorously, propelling a long boat forward in a canal during a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals take part in a dragon-boat race in a narrow canal in Foshan on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Six long dragon boats begin a race on a lake, with a city skyline in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dragon-boat riders compete on Xuanwu Lake in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: Rowers in boats at a starting line splash one another playfully with oars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors splash one another at the start of the annual dragon-boat race in Hong Kong on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Two adults and two children ride on the front of a neon-lit dragon boat at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride on a dragon-boat cruise in Foshan on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: Rowers in at least eight long dragon boats paddle at the start of a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle during the annual dragon-boat race in Hong Kong on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of more than a dozen dragon boats in a twisting river surrounded by houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of participants preparing for a dragon-boat race in Fuzhou, in China's Fujian province, on June 8, 2024
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                [image: Dragon boats decorated in many flags pass by in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Decorated dragon boats pass in a parade in the Xixi National Wetland river in the West Lake district of Hangzhou, in China's Zhejiang province, on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: People line the walkways of a swooping road bridge, watching a small dragon boat pass by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch as competitors in a dragon boat take part in a race in Beijing on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: People paddle in a small dragon boat the rides low in the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants paddle in a dragon-boat race at Xixi National Wetland Park on June 10, 2024, in Hangzhou.
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                [image: People in two small boats splash each other using buckets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists splash one another to celebrate the Dragon Boat Festival in Quanzhou, Fujian province, China, on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of six dragon boats racing]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dragon-boat teams compete at Dongjiangwan Aquatic Sports Center in Zixing city, in China's Hunan province, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of crowds of people lining a river in a city, where many dragon boats prepare for races]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators gather as dragon boats line up on a river during the Dragon Boat Festival in Guangzhou on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of spectators sits along the edge of a canal, watching as a very long dragon boat passes by, being rowed by more than a dozen people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals take part in dragon-boat races in a narrow canal in Foshan on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Several dragon boats pass each other in a narrow canal, with adults and children playfully riding and splashing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride on several passing dragon boats during part of Foshan's Dragon Boat Festival on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of people in a dragon boat paddling hard during a race]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle hard during a dragon-boat race in Foshan on June 10, 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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Israel's Wartime Government Just Collapsed. Does It Matter?

The political math favors Netanyahu, with or without Benny Gantz.

by Yair Rosenberg




On Sunday evening, Israel's government was hit with its biggest internal shock since October 7. Benny Gantz, a centrist opposition leader, announced his party's departure from the country's emergency war government. In a prime-time speech to the Israeli public, the former general rapped Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for putting his personal interest ahead of the national interest, saying that "fateful strategic decisions are met with hesitation and procrastination due to political considerations." Gantz's move made news around the world, as many observers asked if it heralded the beginning of the end of Netanyahu's rule. But there is less to this drama than the headlines suggest.

The reason for this is Israeli political math. At a glance, the numbers would seem to favor Gantz: The parties in Netanyahu's current coalition are unpopular; they did not receive a majority of the vote in Israel's November 2022 election, and only took power thanks to a quirk of the country's electoral system. Well before October 7, polls were finding that Gantz's party would receive the most votes if new elections were held, while Netanyahu's Likud party would lose much of its support. Since October 7, large majorities of Israelis have said they want early elections, and most surveys find that Gantz--a political pragmatist, Biden ally, and former chief of the Israel Defense Forces--leads Netanyahu as the preferred candidate for prime minister in those elections. Sixty-two percent of Israelis say they won't vote for any party that backs Netanyahu for leadership.

But Netanyahu doesn't have to worry about any of these numbers, because he has the only figure on his side that matters: 64. That's how many seats his coalition holds in Israel's 120-seat Parliament, and it's enough to prevent the body from calling early elections in the first place. The prime minister may not have the support of the Israeli public, but so long as he has a majority in the Knesset, barring any internal defections, no one can force him to face his rivals before the currently scheduled elections in 2026.

Gantz has run against Netanyahu in multiple bitterly contested elections, but he joined forces with him after October 7 in an attempt to provide consensus governance during Israel's war with Hamas and moderate the influence of far-right parties on the military effort. That alliance has been fraying for some time, however. Gantz warned last month that he would leave the government if Netanyahu did not present a credible plan for Palestinian governance in postwar Gaza. Israel's security establishment and Netanyahu's own defense minister, Yoav Gallant, expressed similar concerns. But Netanyahu dismissed Gantz's ultimatum without substantive response, and so on Sunday, Gantz made good on his threat and left the prime minister with his original hard-right coalition.

Yair Rosenberg: The Israeli government goes extreme right

In other words, Gantz's departure is less a governmental death blow than a return to the pre-October 7 status quo--except that much more is now at stake. Before the Hamas massacre, Netanyahu was largely at the mercy of his hard-right partners, without whom he could not remain in office. This dynamic led to a surge of extreme legislation that nearly tore Israel apart. Since October, Gantz and his party have mitigated the far right's influence, enabling Israel to broker its first hostage deal with Hamas in November, despite vocal opposition from the coalition's hard-liners. "Just like hundreds of thousands of patriotic Israelis after October 7, my colleagues and I mobilized as well," Gantz said in his speech yesterday, "even though we knew it was a bad government. We did it because we knew it was a bad government."

Gantz's influence has been felt in other ways. It's unlikely that Israel would have advanced the wide-ranging cease-fire and hostage-deal proposal recently touted by President Joe Biden absent persistent pressure from Gantz and his allies. In his departure speech, the centrist politician threw his full support behind that plan, leading The Washington Post to suggest that Gantz's move "increases the political pressure on Netanyahu to accept a Gaza cease-fire proposal that would bring home the hostages still held by Hamas." But the reality is the opposite: Gantz's retreat relieves the strongest internal impetus to strike the deal, ceding the field to the far-right parties that remain in the coalition. Ever since Biden made Netanyahu's proposal public, the Israeli prime minister has come under immense pressure from those parties to torpedo it. With Gantz no longer in the room, their influence will only grow. Netanyahu is now the moderate in his own coalition--which is largely a commentary on just how extreme it is.

What the far right wants is not a secret: to fight Hamas to the bitter end with no further hostage deals; to expel Gazans and resettle the Gaza Strip; to halt humanitarian assistance to the enclave; to collapse the Palestinian Authority, which governs the West Bank; and to invade Lebanon, from which the terrorist group Hezbollah has been bombarding Israel, causing the evacuation of some 60,000 Israelis from their homes. Itamar Ben-Gvir, the national-security minister whose close associates were recently targeted with U.S. sanctions for violence against Palestinians, wasted no time after Gantz's departure in demanding that he and other far-right politicians be added to Israel's war cabinet, and that Netanyahu end Israel's policy of providing fuel and humanitarian aid to Gaza. Meanwhile, Bezalel Smotrich, the finance minister who once called to "wipe out" a Palestinian village, accused Gantz of attempting to advance a Palestinian state and reiterated his demand for Israel to strike Lebanon.

With Gantz gone, the role of counterbalancing these voices will fall to three actors: Israel's supreme court, which regularly strikes down far-right overreach; the Biden administration, which has hit the far right with escalating sanctions; and Gallant, who has been Biden's ally on the inside for months, and who repeatedly rebuked Netanyahu's kowtowing to his hard-line partners.

Anshel Pfeffer: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

That troika will have one thing going for it: the preferences of the Israeli public. Most Israelis support the cease-fire and hostage deal promoted by President Biden. Most Israelis oppose resettling Gaza. Most Israelis want Netanyahu out of office. But with Gantz gone, those Israelis no longer have a voice in the current Israeli government. The coalition does still face some internal threats to its cohesion, and Gantz's departure will likely increase public pressure and protests to hold new elections. But in the short term, unless Hamas accepts the cease-fire deal on the table and forces Netanyahu to choose between his coalition and the remaining Israeli hostages, the numbers still add up to continued Netanyahu rule.
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What America Owes the Planet

Climate reparations would hold the globe's biggest polluters--including the United States--responsible for their actions. They might also be the best hope those nations have for saving themselves.

by Vann R. Newkirk II




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


Before Kyoto and Paris, there was Chantilly. In early 1991, diplomats, scientists, and policy makers from around the world arrived at a hotel conference center near Virginia's Dulles International Airport, which is famously far from everything. The delegates had been tasked with creating the first international framework for confronting climate change. An ill omen shrouded the proceedings: Virginia was in the grip of a then-record heat wave, with highs of 70 degrees in early February.

The convention unfolded over the course of five sessions and 15 months. For the most part, the attendees weren't debating whether human industry caused global warming. Rather, their mission was to figure out what to do about it, given the preponderance of the evidence that existed even two generations ago. European delegates wanted to establish binding limits on the emissions that each country could produce, which the American representatives immediately shot down. (At the time, the United States was far and away the largest carbon emitter of any country in the world.) There was almost no international accord at all, until the Japanese delegates promoted a weak proposal with no binding emissions targets, which the U.S. accepted.

The big players had made their statement: They would not oblige themselves to prevent climate change. But a faction of smaller countries had come determined to try to make its mark, too. The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), a group representing dozens of, well, small island states, led by the tiny Pacific nation of Vanuatu, consistently pushed for more ambitious policy. These nations also devised a novel framework, one through which those most affected by climate change would receive funding and support from the countries that had done the most to change the climate. That framework never made it into the final agreement. But history's dissents can be road maps for the future.

Wealthy countries seem eager to ease their conscience, not to make real commitments to the countries most exposed to climate disaster.

Thirty-three years later, both emissions and global temperatures have increased faster than expected. Crises that were objects of conjecture in 1991 are upon us: We are witnessing extreme weather events, acidification of the oceans, aggressive sea-level rise, megadroughts, megafires, and an inexorable onslaught of heat. These issues tend to be much more destructive for AOSIS nations and other developing countries than for the U.S. and other major economies.

Climate policy, in America and abroad, has also genuinely transformed since 1991. The United States still rejects binding emissions targets, but emissions have been falling since 2005, owing to steady progress in emissions rules, renewable energy, and, recently, wide adoption of electric and hybrid vehicles. Following decades of pressure from AOSIS and from other countries, at the United Nations' 27th Conference of the Parties (COP27) on climate change, in 2022, the U.S. even voted to create a fund through which wealthy nations can help support countries defined as "vulnerable" to climate change.

American support of that program, however, has thus far been nominal at best. Across the world, many otherwise bold sustainability programs merely nod at the necessity of providing direct, debt-free aid to endangered states. (Most climate funding takes the form of loans that increase the debt burdens on already distressed economies.) Wealthy countries seem eager to ease their conscience, not to make real commitments to the countries most exposed to climate disaster.

As the global effort against the climate crisis still struggles with scale and pace, world leaders should rethink their ordering of priorities. The AOSIS proposal represented a radical new way of looking at climate change, one that emphasized accountability. American policy makers have been hostile to this idea, which has inspired a broader movement known as climate reparations, and it remains controversial elsewhere. But climate reparations aren't just the fairest way to compensate small nations like Vanuatu. They may also be the only way we save ourselves.

The Vanuatu document is remarkable in its prescience. Years before the majority of Americans even believed that climate change affected them, the AOSIS delegates wrote that "the very existence of low-lying coastal and small vulnerable island countries is placed at risk by the consequences of climate change."


Back then, the coral reefs around the Seychelles had not yet been destroyed. Hurricane Maria had not yet plunged Puerto Rico into a year of darkness. Salt water was not yet regularly flooding Bangladesh's mustard fields. But there were warnings. Caribbean fishermen had reported drastic climate-related changes to fisheries as early as 1987. In 1989, Hurricane Hugo rampaged through the Caribbean and the U.S., flattening towns and displacing thousands of people on its way to becoming, at the time, the single costliest hurricane in history--a preview of today's stronger, more volatile storms. Audre Lorde, who'd retired to St. Croix, wrote of her experience with Hugo: "The earth is telling us something about our conduct of living, as well as about our abuse of this covenant we live upon."

The Vanuatu document is still one of the best commonsense approaches to the politics of climate. To AOSIS, the carbon emissions causing climate change were nothing more than pollution, no different from coal ash or smog. And the document identified industrial nations, with America in the vanguard, as the polluters. This may seem like a straightforward statement of fact. Too often, however, the source of the problem is obscured in the climate debate.

Read: To hell with drowning

In recent years, it's become fashionable to talk of the Anthropocene, a proposed epoch of geologic time, like the Middle Jurassic, in which anthropos, or man, is the main force shaping the natural world. There is no question that people have had a massive effect on the Earth's ecosystems and its changing climate. But to focus on the role of humanity is to overlook the fact that some humans bear far more responsibility than others.

Over the recorded history of industrial emissions, 20 corporations, such as Chevron and ExxonMobil, as well as state-owned energy companies in places like China and Saudi Arabia have been responsible for more than half of all cumulative carbon emissions, a share that has actually risen to more than 60 percent since 2016. From 1990 to 2020, the cumulative emissions of the United States and the European Union member states, which together account for about a tenth of the global population, were higher than the combined emissions of India, Russia, Brazil, Indonesia, Japan, Iran, and South Korea, which account for about 30 percent of the global population. (Even within the nations that emit the most carbon, the burden is not shared equally--according to a 2020 study, the wealthiest 10 percent of American households account for 40 percent of the country's carbon output.) Leaders in the oil and gas industry have understood climate change as human-driven since at least 1982, when Exxon's own researchers helped link carbon emissions and rising temperatures, meaning they knowingly made decisions that led to this crisis. (Exxon has denied that its models--which proved remarkably accurate--represented foreknowledge of climate change.) It would be more precise to call our present epoch the Exxonocene.

Recognizing this reality, the AOSIS proposal called for industrialized countries to implement green energy and technology in developing countries, and to create a "loss and damage" fund to compensate countries for future costs stemming from climate change, including permanent climate-related losses of land, habitats, and population, as well as damages that could be remediated.

Read: The West agreed to pay climate reparations. That was the easy part.

The loss-and-damage plan was modest, in its way: Its demands were purely forward-looking. It did not address the historical carbon pollution that was already heating up the world in 1991, or the devastation already absorbed by island states from sea-level rise, deforestation, disrupted fisheries, and heat.

In the years since the AOSIS proposal, other thinkers took up the Vanuatu framework and proposed more ambitious programs of recompense. In 2009, the legal scholar Maxine Burkett, who is now a White House climate adviser, made one of the first comprehensive calls for industrial states to compensate the "climate vulnerable." For Burkett, climate vulnerability arises both from exposure to hazards such as hurricanes and sea-level rise, and from a lack of resources and resiliency to deal with those threats.

Because of the geography of colonialism, these two kinds of vulnerability often intersect. In Haiti, for example, French colonizers imported African slaves to clear-cut ancient forests, and then ruthlessly exploited the colony's natural and human resources for generations. After the descendants of those slaves rose to power in the late 18th century during the Haitian Revolution, France imposed hefty indemnities on the new nation for the war, and centuries of isolation and intervention by the United States further eroded social and economic structures. Given its location, Haiti would always have been affected by hurricanes and sea-level rise. But the United States' and France's emissions have supercharged those threats, and their exploitation of Haiti has left it less capable of defending itself.

For Burkett, addressing climate change in these places requires not just loss-and-damage-style funds, but also compensation and assistance for climate disruption that has already been inflicted--true reparations. Such efforts could take different forms, with different levels of ambition. The UN could create a vehicle through which wealthy countries pledge a percentage of their GDP to developing countries. Or an individual country might heavily tax--or even nationalize--its private oil and gas industry and pledge some or all of the proceeds to its own climate-disadvantaged citizens and to neighboring countries for climate-adaptation projects. Beyond direct monetary payments, some commentators argue for no-cost installations of sustainable-energy technology and infrastructure. Writing in New York magazine in 2021, David Wallace-Wells advocated for reparations in the form of a massive investment by industrial countries in carbon-capture technology--essentially paying to reverse the historic emissions that have so devastated other nations.

But compensation is only part of reparations' importance. Burkett argues that the very act of acknowledging a debt is key to the process as well, for the sake of both the polluter and the polluted. This acknowledgment makes clear that the global community is interested in the survival of the most imperiled states. Moral leadership by America would also put pressure on China and India, the two rising carbon powers, to acknowledge their own roles in this crisis. In the game of global opinion, at least, no country wants to look like the climate-change villain.

Perhaps the most important component of any kind of reparations is a commitment by the offender to stop offending. Embracing reparations would incentivize wealthy nations to set aggressive emissions targets and meet them. A true reparations program thus wouldn't be an ancillary charity attached to other solutions, but the overarching climate policy itself.

This spring, weeks of torrential downpours inundated Rio Grande do Sul, a prosperous state in southern Brazil. The resulting floods were some of the worst in the country's modern history, leaving nearly the entire state submerged. After surveying the damage, President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva appeared distraught. He issued a remarkable statement. "This was the third record flood in the same region of the country in less than a year," he told The Washington Post. "We and the world need to prepare every day with more plans and resources to deal with extreme climate occurrences." He also said that wealthy nations owed a "historic debt" to those affected by climate change.

Brazil is itself a major emitter of carbon, but it has also been a leader in pushing for a serious commitment to the loss-and-damage fund that was finally established at COP27. The United States had long been the biggest opponent to any such program, but it was outflanked by China and a group of developing countries--including Brazil--and ultimately voted for the fund.

As Americans, we have a choice: to continue on our current path, or to take responsibility for our actions.

That, however, vote came with conditions. The U.S. later pushed to establish the fund for its first four years within the World Bank, where it holds a lone veto, and also made contributions voluntary, instead of binding. My colleague Zoe Schlanger reported in 2023 that Sue Biniaz, the deputy special envoy for climate at the State Department, said she "violently opposes" arguments that developed countries have a legal obligation under the UN framework to pay into the fund. So far, the U.S. has mostly shirked responsibility, pledging only $17.5 million to the fund. (Germany, by contrast, has promised $100 million.)

Read: Climate reparations are officially happening

If this is the commitment the U.S. is willing to make to loss and damage, it's difficult to imagine the country adopting a true reparations program, which would require legislation that would not pass in our currently polarized Congress, and would also be immediately reversed by any future Republican president. Yet if American policy makers somehow come back around to making actual policy, they'll find that, far from being an extreme notion, reparations are an eminently practical one. Climate change is already prompting the movement of millions of people across borders, which in turn has led to the rise of autocratic leaders who pledge to keep those displaced peoples out. As climate change continues, the most vulnerable nations will fall first, but their collapse will not be contained. Sooner or later, the walled American garden will also wither in the heat.

An American embrace of climate reparations would create mutual obligations between disconnected hemispheres of the world, and break the climate-policy gridlock among wealthy countries. And despite the enormous cost of paying for past and future damage, those costs would be far lower than the price of failure. A recent study in Nature estimated that wealthy countries owe poorer countries a climate debt of almost $200 trillion. In 2020 and 2021, G20 countries alone allocated upwards of $14 trillion in stimulus spending to counteract the economic effects of COVID. A similar commitment to climate reparations by 2050 would address our climate debts, save millions of lives in the developing world, and give many countries a chance to adapt.

As Americans, we have a choice: to continue on our current path, or to take responsibility for our actions. For at least the immediate future, wealthy Americans will be protected from the worst of the climate crisis. This comfort is seductive, but ultimately illusory. To survive, we will have to, as the philosopher Olufemi Taiwo says, begin to think "as ancestors." It has proved difficult throughout history to convince Americans to engage in this kind of long-term thinking, but there have been exceptions. The Civil War gave way to an overhaul of the Constitution for posterity. The Great Depression helped birth our modern social safety net. The space race gave us the moon. Now we can choose to give our children the Earth.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The Vanuatu Plan."
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Why Russia Is Happy at War

A centuries-long tradition of authoritarian rule and disregard for individual rights underpins Vladimir Putin's imperial project.

by Anastasia Edel




On June 12, Russia celebrates its Independence Day. The commemoration was instituted by President Boris Yeltsin in 1992 to a collective shrug--"Who did Russia declare independence from?" people asked. But in the early 2000s, President Vladimir Putin elevated the day to a major national celebration, accompanied by a cornucopia of flag-waving. For the past two years, "Russia Day," as it is popularly known, has gone beyond reenactments of historic military victories to celebrate the country's ongoing invasion of Ukraine--complete with charity auctions and motor rallies in support of the troops, and flash mobs to show national unity branded with a hashtag that translates as #WeAreRussiaWeAreTogether.

Propaganda aside, Russia does seem surprisingly unified. Despite the war's heavy human toll, estimated by the United Kingdom's Defence Intelligence to be as high as 500,000, and near-total isolation from the West, Russian society has not unraveled. On the contrary, it appears to be functioning better than before the war and shows clear signs of once-elusive social cohesion. One explanation for this paradox--national thriving amid unfolding calamity--is that, unlike Western states, which are designed to advance the interests of their citizens, Russian society operates with one purpose in mind: to serve the interests of its belligerent state.

A rigid autocracy since the nation emerged from Mongol rule in the 15th century, including seven decades of totalitarianism in the 20th century, Russia's government has never had any effective separation of powers. For most of that history, the state has allowed few, if any, avenues for genuine political debate or dissent, and the judicial system has acted as a rubber stamp for its rulers' orders. During my childhood, in the late Soviet years, the message that the individual and individual rights don't count was drummed into us at school: Ia, the Russian pronoun meaning "I," is "the last letter of the alphabet," we were told.

This subjugation to the collective embodied by the Russian state is the reason Putin could mobilize society for war so easily. Before the invasion, a quarter of Russians already believed that the state was entitled to pursue its interests at the expense of individual rights. More than two years into the carnage, public support for the war in Ukraine is polling at an average of 75 percent. So who's to stop the Russian autocrat?

In peacetime, conformism, nepotism, a weak rule of law, and corruption do not inspire the innovation and initiative necessary for economic advancement. But when war comes, Russia suddenly starts humming along. The very things that hamper Russia in peace--the rigidity of its authoritarianism; its top-down, centralized system of government; its machinery of repression; and its command economy--become assets during periods of conflict because they allow the government to quickly and ruthlessly mobilize society and industry for its war effort, making up for the technological backwardness and social atomization that otherwise typify the country.

To the state, war provides its raison d'etre: protecting Russians from enemies. In other words, Russia has been made for war.

Robert F. Worth: Clash of the patriarchs

Russia's renewed vigor is manifest: In 2023, its GDP grew 3.6 percent, boosted by the government's military spending; growth is projected to keep rising in 2024. Capital flight from the economy is finally over, allowing Putin to advance grandiose infrastructure projects. Instead of the empty shelves predicted by foreign commentators, Russians continue to enjoy their favorite products--rebranded with domestic names--thanks to Kremlin insiders' buying or seizing assets of Western companies that left the Russian market after the invasion. Dubious schemes that circumvent economic sanctions have also enabled Russia to source strategic technologies and components, including those it needs for its weaponry, and this in turn has created lucrative business opportunities for Russian entrepreneurs.

The country is awash in money: Incomes are up across the board. The wage for enlisting to fight in Ukraine is at least eight times higher than the national average. Lump sums payable to those wounded--or, for those killed in battle, to their relatives--are enough to enable the purchase of previously unaffordable apartments, cars, and consumer goods. Russian media outlets, official and unofficial, are rife with stories like that of Alexei Voronin, who doesn't regret fighting in Ukraine despite losing part of a foot there. "Now I have everything," he says, after the camera shows him gaming. His mother agrees that her son is lucky--he "only stepped on a mine," whereas several of his fellow enlistees have been killed.

The situation at the front has also improved since last year. Volunteers continue to sign up to fight in Ukraine without Putin having to order another mobilization. Compared with the prospects for soldiers at the invasion's start, the chances of survival are now much higher: The Russian military has better weapons and supplies, thanks in part to the willingness of civilians in the munitions industry to work round-the-clock shifts to make artillery shells and drones, outpacing Ukrainian and Western production. For our boys and We will win! read the graffiti on the Russian missiles and bombs that are cratering Kharkov and other Ukrainian cities and towns.

Such confidence is not just Russian jingoism. After reshuffling its commanders and improving logistics, Moscow has gained ground in Ukraine, neutralizing last year's Ukrainian counteroffensive. Russian signals units have also learned to jam Western satellite systems and high-precision weapons.

Meanwhile, Russia has expanded the theater of war to its advantage. It has staged successful sabotage operations in Europe. It has increased its influence in Africa: Having absorbed the Wagner paramilitary force into its official military, Moscow has strengthened its relationship with various governments and local warlords. A self-proclaimed leader in the global fight against American hegemony, Russia has successfully courted regimes hostile to the U.S. all over the world, including Iran and North Korea, as well as more ostensibly neutral countries such as China, India, Hungary, and Brazil. Russia is far from isolated diplomatically.

Putin's approval ratings remain high. With Kremlin propaganda casting him as a wartime president defending Russia from NATO and the West, Russia's president has increased the number of his supporters. The opposition leader Alexei Navalny is dead; other dissidents have been exiled, imprisoned, or murdered, so no alternative viewpoints or narratives can break through. Instead of protesting a war that, for many, is literally killing their relatives--some 11 million Russians had relatives in Ukraine at the start of the invasion--young Russians today are lining up to gawk at captured NATO tanks and flocking to concerts of patriotic singers, where they chant "Russia" in almost religious exultation. At least some of that fervor appears genuine. More than half of Russians express confidence that their country is moving in the right direction.

Anastasia Edel: What to read to understand Russia

Russia is hardly unique, of course, in enjoying a powerful movement for national unity in a fight against a perceived external threat. What is specifically Russian is that its autocratic leaders always position their aggression as defense, and the Russian people invariably go along with it. The princes of medieval Muscovy seized neighboring territories under the guise of "gathering of the Russian lands." The 18th- and 19th-century czars expanded this purported defense of Mother Russia to include Crimea, the Baltics, Finland, Poland, and the Caucasus. In the 20th century, the Bolsheviks "defended the achievements of the Revolution" in provinces of the Russian empire that had declared their independence, forcing them back into the fold under a Communist yoke.

The Kremlin's self-mythology of offense-as-defense has been aided by two big invasions: the Napoleonic invasion of the early 1800s and the Nazi invasion in the 1940s. These exercises in national resistance cost millions of lives--yet the official piety ordains that this very sacrifice is what made Russia great. Putin has continued the tradition under new management, fighting imperialist wars in Chechnya, Georgia, and now Ukraine. For decades, his propaganda machine has exploited the real trauma of the Nazi invasion to support the fiction that all evil comes to Russia from the West, which envies Russia's greatness and resources, and that it is therefore a duty of every Russian to rise up and fight it.

If you live inside this Fortress Russia, as I did when it was the Soviet Union, the sense of being besieged is almost impossible to escape. At summer camp, our games included "finding and disarming" saboteurs who'd infiltrated the camp to poison our dinner or steal our flag. In school and during holiday parades, we sang such lines as "We're peaceful people, but our armored train stands at the ready!" The paranoia eased in the perestroika period of the late '80s, and remained mild through the dissolution of the U.S.S.R. in the '90s, but it never died. The fact that Russia can today produce 3 million artillery shells a year means that even during its ostensibly democratic years following the end of the Cold War, it did little to dismantle its military capacity.

Putin's war in Ukraine is exacting a greater toll than Russia has experienced in many decades. He is mortgaging the future of Russia and its people to fight his colonial war. A third of the Russian state budget is now dedicated to the effort, much of which consists of simply raining fire on the battlefields of Ukraine. That money won't be spent on schools, hospitals, or social services. Half a million young men are lying dead in zinc coffins or sitting disabled in wheelchairs. Civilians are paying for their acquiescence with the complete subjugation of civil society, an absence of free speech, and severe travel restrictions. Still, any expectation that Russians will at some point hold their government responsible for all of that is mistaken. In Russia, pain is part of the deal.

Everybody falls in line. Soviet-era tanks are pulled out of storage and sent to the front line, bread factories get converted to drone production, kindergarteners weave camouflage nets: "Everything for the victory" goes the slogan. Businessmen who lost their Italian properties get over the grief and buy new palaces in Dubai with proceeds from government military contracts. The denunciation and prosecution of saboteurs is no longer just a game at summer camp. All aboard the armored train!

This unholy symbiosis of a martial state and an obedient people is bad news for the free world. It means that Putin has succeeded in mobilizing Russia in order to realize his dreams of domination, and Russia can indulge its expansionist mania indefinitely, particularly as the Western response is stymied by the fear of escalation. But Putin has already escalated, unfurling the map of conflict with his hybrid war of sabotage, psychological operations, and interventions in Africa.

The West must take this threat seriously and fight back. And here, it can take a different lesson from Russian history.

As Napoleon and Hitler both discovered, to carry a conflict onto Russian soil can come at a devastating cost. But defeat in a war beyond its borders can be fatal for Moscow's rulers. Only when faced with that sort of military disaster and humiliation do Russian autocracies teeter and collapse: Already damaged by its failures in the Crimean War of 1853-56, which accelerated the abolition of serfdom, and in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05, which forced Nicholas II to concede a parliament and constitution, the Romanov dynasty could not withstand the catastrophe of World War I; the humbling of the mighty Red Army in Afghanistan in the 1980s proved to be one of the nails in the U.S.S.R.'s coffin. A year ago, at a nadir of Russia's campaign in Ukraine, Putin survived the rebellion of the Wagner leader Yevgeny Prigozhin; since then, Russia's military has recovered its position, and Putin's rule has stabilized. But if Ukraine can begin to prevail, Putin's narrative as the grand defender of Russia will no longer hold, and regime change will become possible once more.

Until then, the world's security will always be at risk from "the nation of victors," as Russia likes to call itself. Meanwhile, for Russians themselves, the independence they are told to celebrate on June 12 is simply a pledge of allegiance to a state that treats them as disposable assets of its imperial designs.
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        Photos of the Week: Baby Jumping, Rain Vortex, Rickshaw Nap

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 7, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Two rocket launches from the southern United States, flooding rivers in southwestern Germany, commemorations on the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings in France, a scene from the French Open tennis tournament in Paris, continued Israeli attacks in Gaza, large-scale calligraphy as artwork in Iraq, a solar-thermal power-generation plant in China, and much more


This photo essay originally misidentified the San Diego Padres pitcher Wandy Peralta.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young woman throws a milkshake at the face of a politician in a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person throws a milkshake in the face of Nigel Farage, the newly appointed leader of Britain's right-wing populist party, Reform UK, and the party's parliamentary candidate for Clacton, during his election campaign launch in Clacton-on-Sea, England, on June 4, 2024. The thrower, Victoria Thomas Bowen, was later charged with assault.
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                [image: A huge indoor waterfall falls from a circular opening in the roof of a massive atrium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Rain Vortex, the world's tallest indoor waterfall, is seen inside the Jewel Changi Airport, in Singapore, on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: Lava erupts from two volcanic cones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In an aerial view, lava flows from the Sundhnukur volcano on the Reykjanes peninsula on June 2, 2024, near Grindavik, Iceland. The eruption, located in southwestern Iceland, forced the evacuation of the nearby fishing town as well as guests at the nearby Blue Lagoon geothermal spa.
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                [image: Smoke, sparks, and flames rise over a destroyed building following an Israeli attack on Gaza.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke and flames rise over a destroyed building following Israeli attacks on the Al Bureij Camp in Deir al-Balah, Gaza, on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of mostly young Israeli men rushes toward a Palestinian man wearing a vest that says "Press" on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Israeli right-wing activists attack Palestinian freelance journalist Saif Kwasmi during the annual Jerusalem Day Flag March, in Jerusalem, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: Firefighters work with leaf blowers beside a brush fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Israeli firefighters put out flames in a field after rockets launched from southern Lebanon landed on the outskirts of Katzrin in the Israel-annexed Golan Heights on June 2, 2024.
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                [image: A person is silhouetted against the setting sun as they cool off by dumping water on their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A laborer is silhouetted against the setting sun as he cools off on a hot summer day in Jammu on June 1, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a rocket launching]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                SpaceX's Starship launches on its fourth flight test from the company's Boca Chica launchpad, designed to eventually send astronauts to the moon and beyond, near Brownsville, Texas, on June 6, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                SpaceX / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A Pride parade on a city street, featuring a long rainbow flag]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the 28th Gay Pride Parade in Sao Paulo, Brazil, on June 2, 2024
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                [image: People walk on a zigzag raised walkway among lotus plants.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit the ecological lotus pond in the city of Huaying, in China's Sichuan province, on May 31, 2024.
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                [image: A small boat weaves between multiple rock formations that make up dozens of tiny islands in a turquoise lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of part of the landscape of the Water Yadan National Geological Park in Haixi Mongolian and Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai province, China, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: Several damaged cars sit in a deep hole below broken pavement.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Damaged cars sit in a large hole that opened after the the collapse of a bridge in Soledad, near Barranquilla, Colombia, on May 31, 2024.
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                [image: A person paints detailed Arabic writing onto the ceiling of a mosque.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iraqi calligrapher Nahro Kadeer Rasheed works on the ceiling of a mosque in Sulaymaniyah, Iraq, on May 31, 2024. Rasheed has kept his profession as a calligrapher and fine writing artist alive for 30 years, inscribing calligraphy in many of the city's mosques.
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                [image: An elevated view of a solar power plant--hundreds of mirrors arrayed in a circle around a central tower in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of an array of solar mirrors surrounding a molten salt tower at a thermal-power-generation project in Haixi city, Qinghai province, China, on June 1, 2024
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                [image: A drone's-eye view of a small boat towing fishing apparatus through colorful salt water, stirring up the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fisherman harvest brine shrimp in a salt lake in Yuncheng, Shanxi province, China, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: A green-feathered bird pokes its head out of a hole in a tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rose-ringed parakeet perches in a tree in Segmenler Park in Ankara, Turkey, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A tennis player looks toward a nearby tennis ball as she prepares to hit it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Belarus's Aryna Sabalenka eyes the ball as she plays against Spain's Paula Badosa during their women's singles match on Court Philippe-Chatrier on day seven of the French Open tennis tournament at the Roland Garros Complex in Paris on June 1, 2024.
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                [image: A baseball pitcher throws a pitch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The San Diego Padres pitcher Wandy Peralta pitches during the ninth inning against the Kansas City Royals, at Kauffman Stadium, in Kansas City, Missouri, on June 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person in costume makes a running leap over a mattress with two babies lying on it, in a street in a Spanish village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The "Colacho," a character that represents the devil, jumps over babies lying on a mattress in the street during "El Salto del Colacho" ("The Devil's Jump"), a baby-jumping festival, in the village of Castrillo de Murcia, near Burgos, Spain, on June 2, 2024.
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                [image: Captured from below, police officers in camouflage uniforms stand along the edge of a shallow pit as another officer leaps over it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police officers conduct a training exercise in Beihai city in China's Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: A man naps in his rickshaw, parked in the shade on a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man naps on the seat of his rickshaw on a hot summer day in New Delhi on May 31, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in civilian clothing carries a rifle on a shoulder strap while shopping in a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman carries a rifle while shopping in a bakery, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Tel Aviv, Israel, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: Many bays and inlets around a collection of forested islands are colored by a reddish predawn sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The predawn sky is reflected in the calm waters of Penobscot Bay, near Camden, Maine, on June 4, 2024. Cadillac Mountain, the highest point on the Eastern Seaboard at 1,527 feet, stands in the distance.
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                [image: Sparks and flames fly near low trees during a forest fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sparks and flames fly near low trees as firefighters try to extinguish the Corral Fire in San Joaquin County, California, on June 2, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier in dress uniform watches fireworks overhead.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A U.K. soldier watches fireworks on June 6, 2024, in Arromanches-les-Bains, as part of the D-Day commemorations marking the 80th anniversary of the World War II Allied landings in Normandy.
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                [image: Several people stand along a river-crossing pathway, reaching down to gather any trash below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers clean up part of a river prior to World Environment Day on June 4, 2024, in Huzhou, Zhejiang province, China.
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                [image: A historic covered bridge spans part of a lake in China, seen on a misty day, from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Five-Pavilion Bridge stands in the Slender West Lake scenic zone in the Hanjiang District in central Yangzhou, China.
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                [image: A castle sits on a hillside above the historic part of a German city, which is being flooded by a swollen river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The historic part of Heidelberg is flooded along the rising Neckar river in southwestern Germany on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: Two people try to stop a cow carrying a pack from entering a rushing river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nomads from the Gujjar tribe attempt to prevent a cow carrying luggage from jumping into a river in Chamba, in the northern state of Himachal Pradesh, India, on June 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a long lane of sand through green-colored salt water in a shallow lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit Qarhan Salt Lake in Haixi city, Qinghai province, China, on May 31, 2024.
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                [image: A winding road climbs a hill above a village, seen from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A winding road climbs a hill above Yuwan village in Lianyungang city, in China's Jiangsu province, seen on June 1, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a couple dozen new excavators parked close together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of new excavators waiting to be loaded onto a ship for export at a port in Yantai, in China's Shandong province, on June 2, 2024
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                [image: A couple of people walk across a mountain of garbage amid a crowd of cows and large storks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person carries a bag of recyclable materials amid cows and greater adjutant storks at a dump site in Boragaon, on the outskirts of Guwahati, India, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: A rocket ship launches, seen from a distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Boeing's Starliner capsule, atop an Atlas V rocket, lifts off from its launchpad at Space Launch Complex 41 in Cape Canaveral, Florida, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: Performers wear traditional costumes of fur and intricate face paint while on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers play in traditional costumes during the famous Fake Lion Show at a cultural event at Ngor beach in Dakar, Senegal, on June 5, 2024.
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        Photos: Commemorating the 80th Anniversary of the D-Day Landings

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 6, 2024

            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            For the past week, sites in the United Kingdom and France have been hosting a number of events leading up to today, the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings of June 6, 1944. Veterans, families, dignitaries, and visitors have gathered at former battlefields and cemeteries to commemorate the Allied landings on the beaches of Normandy, which turned the tide in World War II and led to the liberation of occupied France and the defeat of Nazi Germany. Gathered here are images of some of these events, and of some of the few remaining veterans who took part in that costly invasion eight decades ago.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elderly veteran wearing many medals sits in a wheelchair, saluting, among many rows of headstones in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bernard Morgan, 100, a veteran of the British Royal Air Force, visits war graves in Bayeux, France, on June 5, 2024, ahead of the Royal British Legion Service's plans to commemorate the 80th anniversary of D-Day.
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                [image: Two people in WWII-era military attire stand on a shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bystanders in WWII-era military attire look on prior to a joint U.S. and French amphibious-landing-operation showcase, on June 4, 2024, at Omaha Beach in Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer in northwestern France, ahead of D-Day commemorations.
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                [image: The sun rises over a field of wild red poppies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises over a field of wild poppies in Arromanches-les-Bains, France, on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: World War II reenactors pose for a photograph beside a vintage aircraft.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                World War II reenactors pose for a photograph beside a C-47--an aircraft that carried paratroopers over drop zones in Normandy, France--at England's North Weald Airfield, east of London, on May 31, 2024.
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                [image: Several soldiers wearing parachutes line up in an airborne aircraft, beside an open door.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American and Belgian paratroopers jump from a Lockheed C-130 Hercules aircraft as it flies over Normandy, France, on June 5, 2024, as part of D-Day commemorations.
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                [image: Ten soldiers parachute to the ground, seen against a cloudy sky with a large aircraft in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Paratroopers from the British, Belgian, Canadian, and U.S. militaries take part in a parachute drop over the fields of Sannerville, France, on June 5, 2024, as they reenact the D-Day landings of 80 years ago.
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                [image: People wearing replica WWII military attire ride atop a WWII-era military truck in a French village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Enthusiasts wearing replica WWII military attire ride atop a WWII-era military truck in Saint-Come-du-Mont, France, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier parachutes past a church steeple.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A French Marine paratrooper guides a parachute canopy past the church of Sainte-Mere-Eglise, France, on June 5, 2024. A mannequin effigy of U.S. Army 82nd Airborne paratrooper John Steele hangs from the church steeple; his parachute became entangled on the structure as he landed on D-Day in the early hours of June 6, 1944. He was taken prisoner by German troops but later escaped.
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                [image: A group of WWII reenactors ride vintage U.S. Army Harley-Davidson motorbikes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Reenactors ride vintage U.S. Army Harley-Davidson motorbikes at Utah Beach near Sainte-Marie-du-Mont, in Normandy, France, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd gathers on a beach, watching a fireworks display.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People on the shore observe fireworks launched from Sword Beach, as part of the 80th D-Day anniversary in Luc-sur-Mer, Normandy, on June 1, 2024.
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                [image: Many rows of illuminated military gravestones, one with a red flower in front of it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Illuminated graves at the war cemetery in Bayeux, France, photographed on June 5, 2024
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                [image: Many life-sized cutout sculptures of WWII-era soldiers stand in a field at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun sets behind the "Standing with Giants" installation displayed at the British Normandy Memorial near Ver-sur-Mer, France, on June 2, 2024, before the 80th D-Day anniversary.
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                [image: An elderly veteran in a wheelchair sits on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Veteran Donald Jones returns on June 4, 2024, to Sword Beach, in Normandy, France, where he landed on D-Day.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jordan Pettitt / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd of onlookers cheer and reach out to shake the hand of an elderly American veteran being pushed in a wheelchair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. veteran Henry Armstrong shakes hands with onlookers during a veterans' parade in the streets of Sainte-Mere-Eglise, France, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: An elderly American veteran with several colorful medals smiles broadly.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Brigadier General Enoch "Woody" Woodhouse, a U.S. World War II veteran and a Tuskegee Airman, visits the Normandy American Cemetery in Colleville-sur-Mer, France, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: A group of modern-day soldiers dismount from a landing craft, wading through shallow surf toward a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                French troops disembark from a U.S. landing craft during a joint U.S. and French amphibious-landing-operation showcase on June 4, 2024, at Omaha Beach in Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer, France.
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                [image: A veteran, seated among others in wheelchairs, salutes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. veteran Marty Rodriguez salutes ahead of a veterans' parade in the town center of Sainte-Mere-Eglise, France, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: A formation of 10 fighter jets flies above a crowd beside the ocean, leaving red, white, and blue smoke trails.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the public watch as the Red Arrows--the British Royal Air Force's aerobatic team--perform a flypast above HMS St Albans, a Type 23 frigate, during a U.K. commemorative event in Southsea, England, on June 5, 2024, to mark the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings in France in 1944.
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                [image: A large crowd looks up toward falling parachutes (not pictured).]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crowd watches a parachute drop in Sainte-Mere-Eglise, Normandy, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: The presidents of France and the United States, and their spouses, walk past soldiers holding American and French flags, as several large military aircraft fly overhead.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                French first lady Brigitte Macron, French President Emmanuel Macron, U.S. President Joe Biden, and U.S. first lady Jill Biden walk on stage during ceremonies on June 6, 2024, in Normandy, to mark the 80th anniversary of D-Day.
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                [image: A row of older veterans sitting in wheelchairs, in the front row of a large crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Veterans attend the Canadian commemorative ceremony at the Juno Beach Centre in Courseulles-sur-Mer, on the northern coast of France, on June 6, 2024.
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                [image: Crowds applaud an older veteran as he is pushed past them in a wheelchair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crowds applaud British veteran Bernard Morgan, age 100, as he salutes them during a parade with a Royal Guard of Honour on June 6, 2024, in Arromanches-les-Bains, France.
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                [image: A crowd stands, waiting, beside a large military cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Attendees wait for the start of the U.S. ceremony marking the 80th anniversary of the D-Day Allied landings at the Normandy American Cemetery and Memorial in Colleville-sur-Mer, France, on June 6, 2024.
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                [image: U.S. President Joe Biden and U.S. first lady Jill Biden greet a World War II veteran.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. President Joe Biden and U.S. first lady Jill Biden greet a World War II veteran during ceremonies to mark the 80th anniversary of D-Day, on June 6, 2024, in Normandy, France.
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                [image: A close view of part of collection of commemorative sculptures on a shoreline, this one looking like the ghostly outline of an advancing soldier carrying a rifle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A detail of a sculpture is seen in the D-Day 75 Garden, which stands near Gold Beach in Arromanches-les-Bains, France, on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: People look up into the night sky, watching a drone light show, as drones form the outline of a WWII-era fighter plane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An image of a Spitfire aircraft is seen on June 5, 2024, during a D-Day-themed drone display above the Portsmouth Naval Memorial at Southsea Common in Portsmouth, England, coinciding with illuminations held during a vigil at Bayeux War Cemetery in Normandy, France.
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                [image: A close view of a large memorial structure, angled walls covered with the names of fallen soldiers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A WWII-memorial monument stands in Bordeaux, France, as seen on June 4, 2024, ahead of D-Day commemorations.
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                [image: A soldier in uniform kneels down at a headstone in a cemetery, placing a letter on the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Air Force Captain Ryan Knapp, a "living historian," kneels at the grave of Sergeant Joseph Surace of the 29th Infantry Division, who was killed in combat on D-Day. Knapp was photographed on June 4, 2024, at the Normandy American Cemetery in Colleville-sur-Mer, France. Knapp placed letters written by sixth-grade students at the headstones of soldiers who are buried at the cemetery.
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/06/china-microchip-technology-competition/678612/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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 preserved 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 a 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.
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        Creators Are Fighting AI Anxiety With an 'LLM-Free' Movement
        Brian Merchant

        As soon as Apple announced its plans to inject generative AI into the iPhone, it was as good as official: The technology is now all but unavoidable. Large language models will soon lurk on most of the world's smartphones, generating images and text in messaging and email apps. AI has already colonized web search, appearing in Google and Bing. OpenAI, the $80 billion start-up that has partnered with Apple and Microsoft, feels ubiquitous; the auto-generated products of its ChatGPTs and DALL-Es are ...

      

      
        The iPhone Is Now an AI Trojan Horse
        Charlie Warzel

        Today, at Apple's annual developers conference--where new software products are previewed in slick video presentations--the company finally joined the generative-AI race. The company introduced Apple Intelligence, a suite of AI features that will be rolled out to the tech giant's latest operating systems starting this fall. New generative-AI models will help Apple users write work memos and highly personalized text; create images and emoji; connect and organize photos, calendar events, and emails.T...

      

      
        The Mid-year Best-of List Is a Travesty
        Ian Bogost

        If you've been alive between Christmas and New Years, you've probably read a Best of the Year list. Best movies of the year. Best albums. Art. Social-media trends. Anything, really. Last year, according to The New York Times, Vikingur Olafsson's recording of Bach's "Goldberg Variations," the actor Bella Ramsey, and a sushi-and-scuba video game called Dave the Diver were worthy of your time and attention. These annual rundowns arrive during a period of reflection, when a full year's worth of human...

      

      
        The Far Right's New 'Badge of Honor'
        Ali Breland

        The far-right publisher known as "Lomez" kept his identity private, and for good reason. His company, Passage Publishing, has printed books from a German nationalist, anti-democracy monarchists, and white supremacists promoting "human biodiversity." On X, where he has more than 70,000 followers, Lomez has suggested that journalists be killed, praised Kyle Rittenhouse, and tweeted a homophobic slur on at least one occasion.Last month, The Guardian revealed his true identity: Jonathan Keeperman, a ...

      

      
        EVs Could Last Nearly Forever--If Car Companies Let Them
        Matteo Wong

        In April, a group of people in a red Tesla driving through the Moroccan desert were glued to the odometer on the car's giant touch screen. "Two million, Hans! Two million," exclaimed the front-seat passenger to the owner and driver, Hansjorg von Gemmingen-Hornberg. His 2014 Model S had become likely the first electric vehicle to drive 2 million kilometers, or more than 1.2 million miles. The car could have traveled from the Earth to the moon and back, twice, then circled the equator 11 times.The ...

      

      
        This Is What It Looks Like When AI Eats the World
        Charlie Warzel

        Tech evangelists like to say that AI will eat the world--a reference to a famous line about software from the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen. In the past few weeks, we've finally gotten a sense of what they mean.

This spring, tech companies have made clear that AI will be a defining feature of online life, whether people want it to be or not. First, Meta surprised users with an AI chatbot that lives in the search bar on Instagram and Facebook. It has since informed European users that their d...
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Creators Are Fighting AI Anxiety With an 'LLM-Free' Movement

<em>Made by a human </em>is the new <em>100% Organic</em>

by Brian Merchant




As soon as Apple announced its plans to inject generative AI into the iPhone, it was as good as official: The technology is now all but unavoidable. Large language models will soon lurk on most of the world's smartphones, generating images and text in messaging and email apps. AI has already colonized web search, appearing in Google and Bing. OpenAI, the $80 billion start-up that has partnered with Apple and Microsoft, feels ubiquitous; the auto-generated products of its ChatGPTs and DALL-Es are everywhere. And for a growing number of consumers, that's a problem.



Rarely has a technology risen--or been forced--into prominence amid such controversy and consumer anxiety. Certainly, some Americans are excited about AI, though a majority said in a recent survey, for instance, that they are concerned AI will increase unemployment; in another, three out of four said they believe it will be abused to interfere with the upcoming presidential election. And many AI products have failed to impress. The launch of Google's "AI Overview" was a disaster; the search giant's new bot cheerfully told users to add glue to pizza and that potentially poisonous mushrooms were safe to eat. Meanwhile, OpenAI has been mired in scandal, incensing former employees with a controversial nondisclosure agreement and allegedly ripping off one of the world's most famous actors for a voice-assistant product. Thus far, much of the resistance to the spread of AI has come from watchdog groups, concerned citizens, and creators worried about their livelihood. Now a consumer backlash to the technology has begun to unfold as well--so much so that a market has sprung up to capitalize on it.



Take an April press release from Dove that proclaims, "One of the biggest threats to the representation of real beauty is Artificial Intelligence." The personal-care company was celebrating the 20th anniversary of its "Campaign for Real Beauty," a marketing effort that has aspired to showcase women from all walks of life, with no digital retouching. Dove marked the occasion by committing to "never use AI to represent real women." (The chief aim of such a statement was, of course, to generate publicity for Dove, and in that, it succeeded--the laudatory headlines came rolling in.) Around the same time, you may have seen a commercial with a clear anti-AI slant from Discover: "You robots are sounding more human every day!" Jennifer Coolidge tells a call-center employee. "At Discover, everyone can talk to a human representative," the worker replies.



Read: This is what it looks like when AI eats the world



These may be a Unilever subsidiary and a major credit-card company, respectively--not, in other words, organizations that we would normally look to for moral clarity--yet their ads are responding to real anxiety. And it's not just corporate ad campaigns: New companies are being built to cater to users disillusioned by generative AI. Cara, a social-media and portfolio app for artists, has explicitly prohibited users from showcasing AI-generated artwork in its terms of use since its launch, in 2023. It has seen an influx of users in recent weeks, after news broke that Meta, which owns Instagram, is automatically ingesting all public posts into its AI training data. The app briefly rose to the fifth spot on the iOS social-network chart, and went from 40,000 users to nearly 1 million in a matter of days.



"I want a platform that opts images out of scraping by default, that won't host AI media until data sets are ethically sourced and laws have passed to protect artists' work," Cara's founder, Jingna Zhang, told me. Users seem to want that too. In a June 2 post on Cara, the artist Karla Ortiz said, "I cant explain how good it feels to be on here and know that what I am seeing here is human made." The post has been liked 10,900 times so far. (Ortiz is a named plaintiff in a recent class-action lawsuit alleging that AI companies infringed on artists' copyrights.)



Perhaps her elation at finding harbor on an AI-battered internet shouldn't be surprising: As AI-generated content has proliferated online, so have concerns about the technology's quality, ethics, and safety. Generative-AI services are still prone to "hallucinate" and deliver false and unreliable information, they can be used to produce scams and misinformation, and they were trained on the work of nonconsenting creatives, the majority of whom have received no compensation. As such, a steady tick of companies, brands, and creative workers have taken to explicitly advertising their products and services as human-made. It's a bit like the organic-food labels that rose to prominence years ago, but for digital labor. Certified 100 percent AI-free.



Writers and media outlets are slapping disclaimers and "No AI" declarations on blogs and websites; an organization called Not by AI offers a downloadable badge that anyone can use (it claims that 264,000 webpages currently do so). A classical radio station in Omaha issued a "No AI" pledge, and the Perth Comic Arts Festival put out a statement banning AI-generated media from its event. Hashtags such as "#noai," "#notai," and "#noaiart" are deployed by users on Instagram--a modern take on the #nofilter trend that suggested that an image was presented without digital enhancements. The tech-journalism outlet 404 Media describes itself as AI free: "Media for humans, by humans." In a digital ecosystem overwhelmingly controlled by monopolistic tech companies such as Google and Meta, each of which is bent on deploying new AI products whether users want them or not, even these small declarations are ways to register a protest, signal discontent, and wave the flag for other AI skeptics to rally around.



Read: The new Luddites aren't backing down



All of that discontent, visible also in the Hollywood writers' strike that took aim at restricting the use of AI, class-action lawsuits such as the one Ortiz is participating in, and increased workplace organizing around AI in the gaming and journalism industries, has highlighted a widespread and earnest desire to keep work in human hands, and for high-quality, human-made art, writing, and services.



Yet it was, of all things, a tech start-up that hosted the first prominent "AI-free" marketing materials I came across, months ago, when I began following this new trend. Its backstory struck me as especially relevant and prescient.



Inqwire's site looks a lot like many of its peers', with a minimalist design and playful branding--in this case, for products such as a smart journal that "helps you identify and explore meaningful topics from your writing." But instead of advertising how it optimizes the latest AI technology, as most tech companies in 2024 are wont to do, it boasts of rejecting it entirely with a module in the middle of the homepage, complete with bolding for emphasis: "100% LLM-Free: Inqwire technology does not use Large Language Models (LLMs) and never presents chatbot or conversational interfaces that act human or imitate human experts."



"I've been heartened to see people saying 'I would pay for a service if it was LLM free," Jill Nephew, a founder of Inqwire, told me. "I definitely would." Nephew says that she was driven to make the LLM-free label for a number of reasons: She doesn't want to promote tools that could take people's jobs, she's not convinced LLMs are reliable as a business solution, and her early days working in a start-up in the first dot-com boom taught her that, ultimately, clients want sensible tools whose output they understand.



Read: I witnessed the future of AI, and it's a broken toy



Nephew told me that right after college, in the '90s, she took a job working on "black-box algorithms" for a company called Red Pepper Software, a hot start-up at the time. (The company was acquired by PeopleSoft, which was then acquired by Oracle.) It sold enterprise software intended to help companies optimize their manufacturing and distribution schedules. Clients often had no idea why the software was producing the results it did--a problem that persists in AI systems today. Nephew spent years helping to iron out the system, learning an important lesson, and one that echoes the problem that today's AI industry is facing: "People are initially wowed by all the promises of a super megabrain, but what they actually value is things that they can explain, defend, and make sense of. If they can't make sense of it, it's a nonstarter."



In other words, Nephew thinks the tech is overhyped and under-functional, that separating her company from the pack before the trend implodes is the smart move. Likewise, AnswerConnect, a Portland, Oregon-based call-center company, also trumpets a "People, Not Bots" tagline. It commissioned a report from the market-research agency OnePoll, which found that 78 percent of respondents "prefer to speak with a real person when they contact a company." If all that is true, then it makes sense to eschew AI in favor of human workers.



Behind all these AI-free labels lurks a question, one that rings out even louder as the limitations of generative AI become painfully clear, as the companies responsible for it become more ethically compromised: What is the AI-generated variety for? People generally prefer humans in customer service over AI and automated systems. AI art is widely maligned online; teens have taken to disparaging it as "Boomer art." AI doesn't offer better products, necessarily: It just offers more, and for less money. Are we willing to trade away humanity for that?



In the 2000s, the organic and GMO-free labels were a reaction to concerns about sustainability, pesticides, and factory farming; organic food labels were supposed to designate quality vis-a-vis the badly made stuff. But there's a lesson here--there is of course a limit to the branding. The organic label is costly to obtain and hard to verify--rendering it meaningless in many cases--and gave rise to enterprises such as Whole Foods that have traded in the branding at little discernible nutritional benefit.



The richest companies on Earth are pushing generative-AI output as cheaper, easier-to-produce alternatives to human art and services--and a few ad campaigns from the Doves and Discovers aren't going to stop them. Put up the badges, ring the AI-free bells, and absolutely build alternative platforms for those seeking refuge from predatorily trained LLMs -- but if we want to preserve a human economy for creative goods and services, we're going to have to fight for it too.
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The iPhone Is Now an AI Trojan Horse

Generative AI has become truly inescapable.

by Matteo Wong, Charlie Warzel




Today, at Apple's annual developers conference--where new software products are previewed in slick video presentations--the company finally joined the generative-AI race. The company introduced Apple Intelligence, a suite of AI features that will be rolled out to the tech giant's latest operating systems starting this fall. New generative-AI models will help Apple users write work memos and highly personalized text; create images and emoji; connect and organize photos, calendar events, and emails.



The tools supposedly rely on the context of what's happening on your device: They'll be able to identify which contacts you are referencing and pull information from a range of apps. Apple offered a quintessentially Apple example in its marketing video: The senior vice president of software engineering, Craig Federighi, plays a busy dad who uses Apple Intelligence to figure out whether a last-minute meeting will conflict with his daughter's play. The tool pulls information from his calendar, scans a PDF his daughter sent him, and looks at the traffic on Apple Maps to figure out if he can make it on time. This, Apple stresses, is not some wonky enterprise-software solution--"This is AI for the rest of us," Federighi declares.



It's a helpful line, because it articulates how Apple sees itself: not just as a manufacturer of phones and laptops and a prestige movie-and-television studio, but as the central technological force mediating the overscheduled lives of upwardly mobile achievers. Apple Intelligence promises to synthesize all your disparate texts, emails, calendar invites, and photos for you. At one point in the conference keynote, an executive noted that Siri can now do in seconds what used to take a human minutes to accomplish. This is Apple's pitch distilled: the messy edges of your life, sanded down via Siri and brushed aluminum. You live; Apple expedites.

Read: This is what it looks like when AI eats the world

Before today, the narrative in Silicon Valley was that Apple is woefully late to the AI movement, letting companies such as OpenAI take the lead developing chatbots and other language models. But this analysis seems to misunderstand where the tech giant's true power lies. Apple reportedly has been in talks with both Google and OpenAI to integrate each company's generative-AI products into the iPhone. As today's event revealed, Apple made a deal with OpenAI first, and its ChatGPT model will be available to supplement Apple Intelligence features later this year. (Apple said it plans to incorporate models from other AI developers in the future.) It's likely a lucrative contract for OpenAI, but the start-up is arguably getting something even more valuable out of the agreement: access to millions of normal people.



Although ChatGPT had one of the most successful product launches of the past decade--reaching 100 million monthly users in nine weeks--its growth is reportedly stagnating, and the Apple deal represents by far the most mainstream deployment of the technology yet. The iPhone is becoming a kind of generative-AI Trojan horse. You could argue that OpenAI, which is still looking to normalize generative AI for late and skeptical adopters, should be paying Apple for the exposure. (An OpenAI spokesperson told us that the company would not be sharing the terms of the deal. Apple did not immediately respond to a request for comment.)



Licensing a competitor's technology is normally a move born out of weakness, yet Apple projected confidence today. Nothing about Apple in 2024 is cool, but perhaps this is what it looks like when you've won, when you've succeeded in getting your products in everyone's hands and built your walled gardens. What do you do next? You become the delivery device. Apple's power is now in leveraging its captive user base. People use their iPhones, iPads, and Macs to create and store lots of data. Generative AI excels at organizing and synthesizing huge pools of information. By combining the technologies, Apple can offer users a clear value proposition: The more you buy into its ecosystem and entrust it with your personal information, the more useful its AI tools theoretically become. And Apple is the only way in--its touted privacy protections mean that OpenAI, and presumably any other outside AI provider, supposedly can't store user requests.

Read: OpenAI is just Facebook now

This is the key selling point for Apple. No single feature demonstrated today is new, exactly. Smartphone apps can already help draft an email or detect traffic en route to a calendar event. And the vision of an all-in-one AI assistant has been suggested by the likes of Google, Microsoft, OpenAI, and a plethora of failed AI-gadget start-ups. But Apple is betting that its AI offering will be greater than the sum of its parts. Adding up iPhones, iPads, Apple TVs, Macs, and AirPods, billions of the company's devices are used by people all over the world, perfect delivery vehicles for AI. The Apple announcement is the clearest sign that generative AI, foisted onto an enormous web of mainstream devices, will be essentially inescapable.



But the plan isn't guaranteed to work. AI, although popular, is far from widely adopted--Apple is now taking a chance to see what happens when all the mundane tasks in our lives come with a little pop-up widget that asks if we'd like a bot to rewrite that email with a slightly more "professional" tone. Already last month, Google began forcing AI-written responses upon 1 billion users of its search engine. The results, including medical misinformation, conspiracy theories, and plain nonsense, were so embarrassing that the company quickly appeared to roll back the function, at least temporarily.



Not once in its presentation did Apple mention that the technology could fail--that Apple Intelligence might not convert a time zone correctly when creating a calendar event based on an email, or that it might summarize a meeting incorrectly, or that it might book a hotel in Brooklyn, Connecticut, instead of New York City. Of course, that would have ruined the vibe and the overarching message of the day, which was clear: Generative AI is coming to your smartphone, your laptop, and your tablet, shortcomings be damned. The move could well strengthen the Apple ecosystem--but if the technology exhibits even some of the failures typical of nearly every major rollout over the past two years, it could also be another sort of Trojan horse, bringing down the walled garden from within.
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The Mid-year Best-of List Is a Travesty

The worst idea of 2024 so far

by Ian Bogost




If you've been alive between Christmas and New Years, you've probably read a Best of the Year list. Best movies of the year. Best albums. Art. Social-media trends. Anything, really. Last year, according to The New York Times, Vikingur Olafsson's recording of Bach's "Goldberg Variations," the actor Bella Ramsey, and a sushi-and-scuba video game called Dave the Diver were worthy of your time and attention. These annual rundowns arrive during a period of reflection, when a full year's worth of human art and industry is about to recede into history.

A new take on this list has now emerged: the Best So Far list. The best books of the year so far. The best movies so far, best songs so far, best anime series so far. The best wristwatches so far, even. What does it mean to offer an account of the best culture of ... the first five months of 2024? So-farness makes for arbitrary timing, and endless repetition. You and I and everyone else live in the present, and we may wonder what television show, comic book, or quick-service-restaurant bowl has become the most worthy of our limited attention in all the time that has elapsed since the last best-of list came out--whether that happened in December, on a day in early spring, or just last Tuesday afternoon. A Best So Far list can arrive at any moment. A Best So Far culture has no lower limit to its attention span.

Read: The 25 best podcasts of 2023

Traditional best-of lists have always provided an actual service to ordinary people. We have bounded time, and the sea of culture is vast. All of us are doomed to miss most of the films and video games (and wristwatches?) on offer, and we could certainly use some help in choosing how to spend our time and money. Even if you don't ever buy or consume something that you read about on such a list, it has at least given you some literacy in what's current.

These lists also benefit the outlets that publish them. Best-of lists are predictable, and newspapers and magazines can plan for them in advance. They're light, easy reads that bring in traffic. They come up high in search results, because everyone seems to Google for the "best" of whatever it is they seek. And such stories are also an editorial indulgence, because they forgo the work of making a substantiated aesthetic judgment, replacing it with an annotated to-do list.

Read: The 10 best films of 2023

Because each outlet's best-of lists are fundamentally in competition with every other's, the timing of their publication has been shifting. Like state political parties vying to hold the first presidential primary, the best-of listers have long been jockeying to claim the earliest publication date that can plausibly be construed as "year-end." Thus rankings that once appeared in the torpid week after Christmas have drifted back into the early weeks of December, and then to Thanksgiving, where they fused into another journalistic indulgence--the holiday-shopping list. But with the innovation of "Best So Far," the guardrails have fallen off completely.

These lists have rules, and those rules have consequences. A best-of list is finite, and may be ranked or otherwise enumerated (best family film, best retro dive watch). Bestness assumes a value without naming it: the most moving or accomplished, perhaps, but more likely, the least controversial. Who could possibly object to naming Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga the sixth-best film so far this year? The lists typically offer a brief blurb about each selection, which absolves both writer and reader of the messy business of evaluating substance. Dune: Part Two is "sprawling"; Billie Eilish "bop[s]" in "Birds of a Feather"; read Marie-Helene Bertino's novel Beautyland for its "funny-sad" vibes.

Read: The 16 best TV shows of 2021

So far, best-of-so-far lists seem constrained to mid-year publication dates. But they're already getting pulled back across the calendar, indulging outlets' old compulsion to give the quickest long view--to post their retrospective first. I found a couple dozen that came out just last week, presumably in anticipation of the end of June, 2024's halfway point. But not every outlet could manage this restraint. Some Best So Far lists appeared in May. Esquire rationalized an early-April take on the best horror books so far, given that "our freshly unstable world is proving fertile ground for the growth of new budding nightmares." Vanity Fair published a best-movies-so-far list way back in March, marking the end of the first quarter on the grounds that "the year in film is off to a rocky start," presumably necessitating a summary of counterfactuals to that arbitrary account. Earlier Best So Far lists can be found--the best hip-hop albums and movies, as of the start of February--but those seem likely to have been pure search-engine-optimization plays. And then there's Kyle Orland's paean to a one-dimensional version of Pac Man called Paku Paku--the best game he'd played in 2024 so far--which was published by Ars Technica on January 4, after two business days of 2024 had elapsed.

This last article, whose so-far headline was surely written as a joke, encapsulates the genre's risks. Paku Paku is a simple take on the classic, played in a straight line. Orland uses it as an opportunity to celebrate the "zen design of small games." He discusses the creator's inspiration from classic games, and his attempt to push that simplicity to its limits, both as a way to create new work quickly and as an artistic goal in itself. These are value judgments about what cultural work demands and deserves. But the "best so far" headline, whatever its tone, repackages art criticism in the language of internet thirst. Orland even calls the game "perfect filler for the usual post-holiday drought of major game releases in early January," as if its best-so-far-ness had been determined by the simple absence of alternatives.

Read: The 50 best podcasts of 2020

That's just where these new best-of-lists are headed. Rankings, constantly updated, absolve us of the burden of discernment. Streaming services give instructions when they present most-watched lists; even magazines like this one offer readers guidance in the form of most-popular reads. With so much media and so little time, why would anybody turn away from free advice? Alas, best-of-so-far lists do something worse than merely telling us what to watch, play, read, eat, listen to, or otherwise consume: They beg amnesty on the part of critics, whose purported job is to assess the culture based on expertise and taste. Such criticism still exists, but the fact that best-of lists have colonized the early summer marks, in a small but important way, the exhaustion that now afflicts media and their audience alike. It's less work to sum things up than it is to break them down.
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The Far Right's New 'Badge of Honor'

Extremist influencers no longer need to preserve their anonymity at all costs.

by Ali Breland




The far-right publisher known as "Lomez" kept his identity private, and for good reason. His company, Passage Publishing, has printed books from a German nationalist, anti-democracy monarchists, and white supremacists promoting "human biodiversity." On X, where he has more than 70,000 followers, Lomez has suggested that journalists be killed, praised Kyle Rittenhouse, and tweeted a homophobic slur on at least one occasion.



Last month, The Guardian revealed his true identity: Jonathan Keeperman, a former lecturer at UC Irvine. This made Keeperman very upset. On X, he called the behavior of Jason Wilson, who wrote the Guardian story, "obsessive" and "delusional." "They want to harass [me], they want to discredit our ideas," he said during an appearance on a conservative podcast. Lomez's fans and followers joined in the outrage. The conservative activist Christopher Rufo posted on X that Wilson is "a human worm," adding, "Even the mafia has a greater sense of decency." A conservative Substack author wrote that the Lomez's identity reveal would bring the "threat of violence" from "antifa goons."



When information that someone wants to keep private is aired to the entirety of the internet, even when that person has been posting their ideas in public, they tend to get mad. A similar script plays out every time someone is "doxxed": A name is revealed, then outrage ensues. Sometimes, though, doxxing can pose real harm to vulnerable people. LGBTQ individuals have been driven to suicide by particularly vicious doxxing campaigns. Doxxed addresses have led to hoax 911 calls that prompted SWAT teams to raid victims' homes. The far right has manipulated doxxing to discredit investigations of influencers who peddle violent and discriminatory ideologies in public. Extremists flip the conversation away from their own bigotry into one about how they were wronged. The right screams foul.

Read: Doxxing means whatever you want it to

In 2022, when The Washington Post revealed that the person running the Libs of TikTok account was Chaya Raichik, a real-estate salesperson, even Senator J. D. Vance tweeted his dismay. This March, when the anti-Semitic internet cartoonist StoneToss was identified, his supporters rallied around him, and X announced that it would change its policies. Accounts that reveal others' identities are now subject to a suspension from the platform.

In the Keeperman saga, however, outrage wasn't the whole story. Between the flurries of angry social-media posts, Lomez whipsawed to an entirely different emotional register: satisfaction. An hour after venting his frustration about getting doxxed, Lomez, who did not respond to a request for an interview, let his followers know that they could use the code "Wilson" for a discount on Passage Publishing books. He seemed to relish the "badge of honor" of getting doxxed, as he said during the podcast appearance. "Breaking," he posted: "the Guardian has exposed a family man with a loving wife and many beautiful children, who played college basketball, worked for Google, traveled the world, then had a 10-year career in academia before starting a highly successful publishing company. I'm shook."



In this reaction, too, Lomez's supporters followed suit. Raw Egg Nationalist, another influential far-right pseudonymous account, reposted a meme of a woman asking her husband, "Why can't you get doxxed the way Lomez did?" Another account, referencing the right-wing online community sometimes called "Frogtwitter," posted, "Every time an anon frog is doxxed it's like: * PhD * hot * 6'5" * was backup qb for the Broncos * owns 19% of Wyoming."



Lomez's split response to the identity reveal reflects a subtle shift that has been playing out in recent years among the many anonymous far-right influencers and their followers. After Donald Trump's election and the corresponding surge of the alt-right, anonymous figures largely had one perspective on anonymity: Preserve it at all costs. But that view is getting more complicated. Far-right posters now simultaneously want two incompatible things: to be anonymous and not.



The far right's fear of getting doxxed emerged for a reason. Being and staying anonymous--both in physical spaces, with masks, and online--became an important way to continue to push out extremist ideas without social or professional repercussions. In 2017, identifiable participants of the Unite the Right Rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, were excised from polite society; many marchers lost their jobs and were ostracized in their communities. A similar thing happened after the January 6 insurrection, with many participants facing serious legal consequences (including in some cases prison time) for their actions. To be known as a racist still makes your life harder. You might lose contact with friends and family. By revealing your politics, you open yourself up to unknown repercussions. By staying anonymous, you know that there won't be any.



More than before, however, visibility has upsides. Especially for anonymous accounts (or "anons") with a large following, the opportunities and credibility that follow public identification can counterbalance the costs of being known. At the outset of an anon's journey, their primary career and social life is tethered to their actual identity, not an anonymous social-media feed where they can freely post heinous things. If an anon account grows and starts to garner its own influence, social connections, and professional opportunities, it can become even more valuable than its user's primary identity. At some point, the downsides of revealing your real name aren't as big of a deal. Risks still exist, but they're now offset by opportunities. With the attention that a big reveal brings, you can sell subscriptions to a newsletter or podcast. You may be able to land a book deal, or even a lucrative job in the right-wing media ecosystem.



This trajectory has played out before. The X user known as "Based Beff Jezos" garnered lots of followers by boosting effective accelerationism, an ideology committed to advancing technology at all costs that was born out of far-right ideas. He managed to stay anonymous until December, when Forbes revealed his identity as Guillaume Verdon, a former engineer at Google. He was angry at first, and appears to still feel that way, but also occasionally basks in having been made "more powerful." Based Beff Jezos earned a very public endorsement from the tech billionaire Marc Andreessen. Guillaume Verdon never did.



Taking off the mask, voluntarily or not, may be advantageous in other ways. "Operating under real names can shift the narrative from shadowy figures to accountable voices, potentially legitimising their perspectives for broader audiences," the writer Oliver Bateman argued in UnHerd, while writing about The Guardian revealing Lomez's identity. Bateman points out that while citing the far-right influencer "Bronze Age Pervert" can sound absurd and too edgy for mainstream Republican politicians and their staffers, citing and praising Costin Alamariu doesn't run the same risk.



It's not just that getting doxxed comes with upside for some far-right accounts. The costs have also lessened. Some fringe ideas, such as the "Great Replacement" conspiracy theory and effective accelerationism, no longer register as novel or shocking, having been embraced by politicians and normalized online. Less than two weeks after Based Beff Jezos was identified, the AI start-up he founded published a press release announcing that it closed a $14 million seed-funding round featuring prominent investors and venture-capital firms.



The internet has also changed in a way that insulates the far right from repercussions. Discord chat servers, Patreon groups, Telegram channels, Substack newsletters, and the like let anonymous influencers dodge moderation by major platforms. These communities can help influencers insulate themselves from the consequences of being "canceled" in the mainstream. Bronze Age Pervert publishes his podcast on Gumroad, a subscription site similar to Patreon. Libs of TikTok has amassed more than 127,000 Substack followers.



Far-right influencers have been observing this shift themselves. In an episode of his podcast unpacking Keeperman's identity reveal, Christopher Rufo--the same conservative activist who called the Guardian author "a human worm"--said that outing an anonymous right-wing account "seems to not have the same effect" as it used to. Eoin Lenhihan, a right-wing writer and guest on the episode, agreed: "There is a much stronger conservative ecosystem out there to deal with this kind of a thing right now." Influencers such as Lomez with a real audience can flip their political posting into a business where getting doxxed is "a part of the reward structure," Rufo noted. In the three days after the Guardian story published, Lomez gained almost 20,000 new X followers, a significant increase from the several dozen a day he usually accrues.



In a response screed to the Guardian saga in the conservative publication Human Events, Raw Egg Nationalist, who remains undoxxed, exhibited this tension himself, writing, "At the very least, don't do something that will make your target stronger, rather than weaker." But then, a few paragraphs down, he claimed that in revealing Lomez's identity, The Guardian made an intentional "threat" to his and his family's safety. In getting doxxed, Keeperman somehow became both more powerful and more vulnerable.



Freud famously hypothesized that humans have a "death drive"--an innate impulse to engage in aggressive, self-destructive, and even deadly behaviors--but also that this was in tension with humanity's other impulses, to live and reproduce. Something analogous is happening with anonymous posters. Call it a dox drive. It's a dynamic that will probably won't go away anytime soon. Until there's no social and professional risk to espousing bigotry, people who are not already making their primary income from the far right will find it expedient to don internet alter egos. Giving up a secret identity can be hard, even if that results in earning money. It's enticing to post terrible things with almost no consequences. But it's also pretty enticing to be your true self all the time.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/06/doxxing-far-right-influencers-anonymity/678645/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



EVs Could Last Nearly Forever--If Car Companies Let Them

An electric car capable of running for 1 million miles is within reach.

by Matteo Wong




In April, a group of people in a red Tesla driving through the Moroccan desert were glued to the odometer on the car's giant touch screen. "Two million, Hans! Two million," exclaimed the front-seat passenger to the owner and driver, Hansjorg von Gemmingen-Hornberg. His 2014 Model S had become likely the first electric vehicle to drive 2 million kilometers, or more than 1.2 million miles. The car could have traveled from the Earth to the moon and back, twice, then circled the equator 11 times.



The journey wasn't entirely seamless. The car has had its share of repairs, including several battery and motor replacements. A handful of gas-powered cars have driven farther, most of all a 1966 Volvo that racked up some 3 million miles over five decades. But such fantastic mileages are becoming far easier to accomplish for ordinary commuters with electric cars. On a technological level, it's possible that we're not far from a time when nobody would flinch at an EV with as much mileage as von Gemmingen-Hornberg's--that is, unless car companies themselves get in the way.



Unlike gas-powered engines--which are made up of thousands of parts that shift against one other--a typical EV has only a few dozen moving parts. That means less damage and maintenance, making it easier and cheaper to keep a car on the road well past the approximately 200,000-mile average lifespan of a gas-powered vehicle. And EVs are only getting better. "There are certain technologies that are coming down the pipeline that will get us toward that million-mile EV," Scott Moura, a civil and environmental engineer at UC Berkeley, told me. That many miles would cover the average American driver for 74 years. The first EV you buy could be the last car you ever need to purchase.



Gas cars are already astonishingly durable. In theory, they can just keep getting repaired (that's how you get classic cars). But after they get to be about 12 to 15 years old, major problems such as a shot engine or a broken transmission are frequently not worth the cost of repair. Even without problems, a newer car is likely to have much better gas mileage than an older one, making a trade-in appealing. EVs are still so new that few of them are a decade old, meaning we have yet to figure out the exact limit of their life span. The ones that do exist give us some sense. Several older Teslas and Nissan Leafs have topped 300,000 miles--as did the first three batteries in von Gemmingen-Hornberg's million-miler. His first Tesla, a Roadster purchased in 2009, has itself traveled more than 400,000 miles.



The biggest factor in EV longevity is the batteries. Just like those in a smartphone, they degrade over time. A battery might lose 1 or 2 percent of its maximum range each year, depending on how it is charged and used--meaning that after 15 years, a car's range might have slipped from 300 miles to 210 miles per charge. Repairing a car's battery is difficult, if not impossible, and replacements are expensive, Ed Kim, the chief analyst at the consulting firm AutoPacific, told me. Many EV warranties today will cover replacements to a battery for either eight years or 100,000 miles of driving, and they are considered due for replacement once they've dipped below 70 percent of their initial capacity, according to the National Renewable Energy Laboratory. Batteries today are expected to take far longer to lose that much of their maximum charge--potentially 300,000 miles, or about 15 to 20 years.





The life span should only improve. Batteries are "one of the most active areas in EV development," Kim said. Prices are plummeting, which will make battery replacement more feasible. And as the range of new EV batteries keeps going up, longevity will also benefit. Some EV batteries, including the one in the Tesla Model 3 Standard Range, can already last for some 500,000 miles on the road, Moura said. One Chinese manufacturer recently announced a battery warranted for nearly 1 million miles. And even more durable battery designs, Moura said, are in the works. A researcher at Tesla has tested a battery that he claims could drive for 4 million miles, or roughly 100 years, under the right conditions.



Of course, how long a car can keep running is not necessarily the same as how long somebody wants to drive it. EVs are more high-tech than gas cars, and standard improvements--longer range, faster charging, a better touch screen and infotainment system, improved autopilot features--would compel people to buy new models, just as they do for any tech gadget today. But at some point, each successive model won't be all that much better than the last. "Do I need a slightly better sensor so that the windshield wipers work better when it rains?" as Loren McDonald, an EV consultant, put it to me. "Maybe I don't." With continued battery improvements, more drivers may opt to stick with an older car rather than buy a new one. A decade-old EV that can go 400 miles on a single charge, instead of its initial 500 miles, will be more than sufficient for most drivers.



The longevity of EVs, and any appetite for new cars, might help address one of the primary complaints with these cars: that their sticker prices are too high for the typical American household. Used cars, which will continue to work well while requiring fewer repairs, will open up the EV revolution to much of the country. A used Tesla can already be purchased for roughly $20,000. "We have to think about how we design these vehicles, not for the first owner, but for the third, the fourth, the fifth owner," Moura said.



Even if many people are content with driving the same EV for decades, car companies may try to stop them. Tesla, Ford, and other auto manufacturers will need people to buy new EVs, and may well create incentives for us to do so. In the EV age, car companies are acting more like tech companies and bringing more software to their cars than ever before. The entire auto industry could follow an adoption-and-replacement cycle a lot like that of the iPhone: It used to be common to buy a new iPhone every couple of years for a faster processor, better camera, and larger screen. Now the iPhone 15 isn't that different from the iPhone 11. But people do, of course, constantly buy new phones from Apple. The old ones are expensive or difficult to repair and, with every software update, seem to slow down just a bit more until the devices are no longer eligible for updates at all.



Whereas Apple commands a ton of brand loyalty and a dominant hold on smartphone sales, causing a car's battery or motor to degrade faster is a great strategy for losing customers. Carmakers' approach may not resemble planned obsolescence so much as "planned improvements," McDonald said--making older hardware incompatible with software updates or other new functions. Tesla's Autopilot, for instance, is only compatible with vehicles built after September 2014, and newer updates to the feature don't work with older cars that lack more advanced sensors and cameras. Car companies may be able to ensnare people in software-and-gadget ecosystems, just as Apple does. As Ford, GM, Tesla, and other automakers sell home-charging systems and other energy products, car owners might have to upgrade their vehicles to keep up. It's a sort of capture akin to how, even if you don't want to buy the new iPhone, you might pay for upgraded iCloud storage so you don't run out of memory, or buy an Apple Watch to easily check your iMessages.



The bigger concern is that the same battles over the "right to repair" an iPhone are also coming to cars.  Even though EVs require fewer repairs, they aren't maintenance free. And right now, most EV repairs can be done only by manufacturers and their retailers. Any mechanic can fix pretty much any traditional car, but EVs require specialized parts and training that are hard to come by. Whether automakers will make the spare parts and technical knowledge needed to fix EVs available to independent repair shops is uncertain. Tesla has already faced multiple class-action antitrust lawsuits alleging that the company maintains an unlawful monopoly over maintenance and replacement parts. (A judge dismissed the suits in November, although the ruling did not weigh in on the monopoly question.) "What I foresee is that [with] newer vehicles, the ability for an individual to repair it themselves is becoming less," Moura said.



Longevity is not just a bonus to EVs; it's central to their promise. Cars that spend more years on the road means less carbon from the manufacturing process, less mining for battery minerals, and less scrap metal. More used vehicles that cycle through more owners will mean the same. If car companies continue to act more like tech companies as their products become more like tech gadgets, an entire avenue of their green potential could be closed off.
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This Is What It Looks Like When AI Eats the World

The web itself is being shoved into a great unknown.

by Charlie Warzel




Tech evangelists like to say that AI will eat the world--a reference to a famous line about software from the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen. In the past few weeks, we've finally gotten a sense of what they mean.
 
 This spring, tech companies have made clear that AI will be a defining feature of online life, whether people want it to be or not. First, Meta surprised users with an AI chatbot that lives in the search bar on Instagram and Facebook. It has since informed European users that their data are being used to train its AI--presumably sent only to comply with the continent's privacy laws. OpenAI released GPT-4o, billed as a new, more powerful and conversational version of its large language model. (Its announcement event featured an AI voice named Sky that Scarlett Johansson alleged was based on her own voice without her permission, an allegation OpenAI's CEO Sam Altman has denied. You can listen for yourself here.) Around the same time, Google launched--and then somewhat scaled back--"AI Overviews" in its search engine. OpenAI also entered into new content partnerships with numerous media organizations (including The Atlantic) and platforms such as Reddit, which seem to be operating on the assumption that AI products will soon be a primary means for receiving information on the internet. (The Atlantic's deal with OpenAI is a corporate partnership. The editorial division of The Atlantic operates with complete independence from the business division.) Nvidia, a company that makes microchips used to power AI applications, reported record earnings at the end of May and subsequently saw its market capitalization increase to more than $3 trillion. Summing up the moment, Jensen Huang, Nvidia's centibillionaire CEO, got the rock-star treatment at an AI conference in Taipei this week and, uh, signed a woman's chest like a member of Motley Crue.



The pace of implementation is dizzying, even alarming--including to some of those who understand the technology best. Earlier this week, employees and former employees of OpenAI and Google published a letter declaring that "strong financial incentives" have led the industry to dodge meaningful oversight. Those same incentives have seemingly led companies to produce a lot of trash as well. Chatbot hardware products from companies such as Humane and Rabbit were touted as attempts to unseat the smartphone, but were shipped in a barely functional state. Google's rush to launch AI Overviews--an attempt to compete with Microsoft, Perplexity, and OpenAI--resulted in comically flawed and potentially dangerous search results.

Read: A devil's bargain with OpenAI

Technology companies, in other words, are racing to capture money and market share before their competitors do and making unforced errors as a result. But though tech corporations may have built the hype train, others are happy to ride it. Leaders in all industries, terrified of missing out on the next big thing, are signing checks and inking deals, perhaps not knowing what precisely it is they're getting into or if they are unwittingly helping the companies who will ultimately destroy them. The Washington Post's chief technology officer, Vineet Khosla, has reportedly told staff that the company intends to "have A.I. everywhere" inside the newsroom, even if its value to journalism remains, in my eyes, unproven and ornamental. We are watching as the plane is haphazardly assembled in midair.



As an employee at one of the publications that has recently signed a deal with OpenAI, I have some minor insight into what it's like when generative AI turns its hungry eyes to your small corner of an industry. What does it feel like when AI eats the world? It feels like being trapped.

There's an element of these media partnerships that feels like a shakedown. Tech companies have trained their large language models with impunity, claiming that harvesting the internet's content to develop their programs is fair use. This is the logical end point of Silicon Valley's classic "Ask for forgiveness, not for permission" growth strategy. The cynical way to read these partnerships is that media companies have two choices: Take the money offered, or accept OpenAI scraping their data anyway. These conditions resemble a hostage negotiation more than they do a mutually agreeable business partnership--an observation that media executives are making in private to one another, and occasionally in public, too.



Publications can obviously turn down these deals. They have other options, but these options are, to use a technical term, not great. You can sue OpenAI and Microsoft for copyright infringement, which is what The New York Times has done, and hope to set a legal precedent where extractive generative-AI companies pay fairly for any work they use to train their models. This process is prohibitively costly for many organizations, and if they lose, they get nothing but legal bills. Which leaves a third option: Abstain on principle from the generative-AI revolution altogether, block the web-crawling bots from companies such as OpenAI, and take a justified moral stand while your competitors capitulate and take the money. This third path requires a bet on the hope that the generative-AI era is overhyped, that the Times wins its lawsuit, or that the government steps in to regulate this extractive business model--which is to say, it's uncertain.



The situation that publishers face seems to perfectly illustrate a broader dynamic: Nobody knows exactly what to do. That's hardly surprising, given that generative AI is a technology that has so far been defined by ambiguity and inconsistency. Google users encountering AI Overviews for the first time may not understand what they're there for, or whether they're more useful than the usual search results. There is a gap, too, between the tools that exist and the future we're being sold. The innovation curve, we're told, will be exponential. The paradigm, we're cautioned, is about to shift. Regular people, we're to believe, have little choice in the matter, especially as the computers scale up and become more powerful: We can only experience a low-grade disorientation as we shadowbox with the notion of this promised future. Meanwhile, the ChatGPTs of the world are here, foisted upon us by tech companies who insist that these tools should be useful in some way.



But there is an alternative framing for these media partnerships that suggests a moment of cautious opportunity for beleaguered media organizations. Publishers are already suppliers for algorithms, and media companies have been getting a raw deal for decades, allowing platforms such as Google to index their sites and receiving only traffic referrals in exchange. Signing a deal with OpenAI, under this logic, isn't capitulation or good business: It's a way to fight back against platforms and set ground rules: You have to pay us for our content, and if you don't, we're going to sue you.

Read: Generative AI is challenging a 234-year-old law

Over the past week, after conversations with several executives at different companies who have negotiated with OpenAI, I was left with the sense that the tech company is less interested in publisher data to train its models and far more interested in real-time access to news sites for OpenAI's forthcoming search tools. (I agreed to keep these executives anonymous to allow them to speak freely about their companies' deals.) Having access to publisher-partner data is helpful for the tech company in two ways: First, it allows OpenAI to cite third-party organizations when a user asks a question on a sensitive issue, which means OpenAI can claim that it is not making editorial decisions in its product. Second, if the company has ambitions to unseat Google as the dominant search engine, it needs up-to-date information.



Here, I'm told, is where media organizations may have leverage for ongoing negotiations: OpenAI will, theoretically, continue to want updated news information. Other search engines and AI companies, wanting to compete, would also need that information, only now there's a precedent that they should pay for it. This would potentially create a consistent revenue stream for publishers through licensing. This isn't unprecedented: Record companies fought platforms such as YouTube on copyright issues and have found ways to be compensated for their content; that said, news organizations aren't selling Taylor Swift songs. (Spokespeople for both OpenAI and The Atlantic did clarify to me that The Atlantic's contract, which is for two years, allows the tech company to train its products on Atlantic content. But when the deal ends, unless it is renewed, OpenAI would not be permitted to use Atlantic data to train new foundation models.)

Zoom out and even this optimistic line of thinking becomes fraught, however. Do we actually want to live in a world where generative-AI companies have greater control over the flow of information online? A transition from search engines to chatbots would be immensely disruptive. Google is imperfect, its product arguably degrading, but it has provided a foundational business model for creative work online by allowing optimized content to reach audiences. Perhaps the search paradigm needs to change and it's only natural that the webpage becomes a relic. Still, the magnitude of the disruption and the blithe nature with which tech companies suggest everyone gets on board give the impression that none of the AI developers is concerned about finding a sustainable model for creative work to flourish. As Judith Donath and Bruce Schneier wrote recently in this publication, AI "threatens to destroy the complex online ecosystem that allows writers, artists, and other creators to reach human audiences." Follow this logic and things get existential quickly: What incentive do people have to create work, if they can't make a living doing it?



If you feel your brain start to pretzel up inside your skull, then you are getting the full experience of the generative-AI revolution barging into your industry. This is what disruption actually feels like. It's chaotic. It's rushed. You're told it's an exhilarating moment, full of opportunity, even if what that means in practice is not quite clear.

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

Nobody knows what's coming next. Generative-AI companies have built tools that, although popular and nominally useful in boosting productivity, are but a dim shadow of the ultimate goal of constructing a human-level intelligence. And yet they are exceedingly well funded, aggressive, and capable of leveraging a breathless hype cycle to amass power and charge head-on into any industry they please with the express purpose of making themselves central players. Will the technological gains of this moment be worth the disruption, or will the hype slowly peter out, leaving the internet even more broken than it is now? After roughly two years of the most recent wave of AI hype, all that is clear is that these companies do not need to build Skynet to be destructive.



AI is eating the world is meant, by the technology's champions, as a triumphant, exciting phrase. But that is not the only way to interpret it. One can read it menacingly, as a battle cry of rapid, forceful colonization. Lately, I've been hearing it with a tone of resignation, the kind that accompanies shrugged shoulders and forced hands. Left unsaid is what happens to the raw material--the food--after it's consumed and digested, its nutrients extracted. We don't say it aloud, but we know what it becomes.
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The Biden Doctrine

Like his presidential predecessors, Joe Biden continues to confront a dilemma in the Middle East.

by The Editors




President Joe Biden is abroad this week, commemorating the 80th anniversary of D-Day with a warning about the risks to democracy around the world. His trip comes at a crucial time for the U.S., as he is dealt challenges from China, Russia, and Iran.

Like many of his presidential predecessors, Biden faces an ongoing crisis in the Middle East, much of which currently stems from Israel and the war in Gaza. The president has begun approaching the war with what Thomas L. Friedman, who has covered the Middle East for more than 40 years, refers to as "the Biden Doctrine." Accordingly, Biden has told Israel that they face three major challenges: how to exit Gaza while also establishing improved security in the area; the continued conflict with Palestine in the West Bank; and a regional conflict with Iran.

"The answer to all three questions is some kind of partnership with legitimate Palestinian authority," Friedman said last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic, referring to Biden's strategic thinking for Israel. "It gives you a partner to get out of Gaza, it gives you a partner for future negotiations, and it's the cement for a regional alliance against Iran."

Discussing Israel, the state of the Middle East, and more, Thomas L. Friedman, a foreign-affairs columnist at The New York Times, joins the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, on a special edition of Washington Week with The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Mystique of Ozempic Is Growing

Obesity drugs keep getting linked to health benefits beyond weight loss. It's maddeningly difficult to figure out what's causing them.

by Yasmin Tayag




There's no such thing as a miracle cure for weight loss, but the latest obesity drugs seem to come pretty close. People who take Ozempic or other weekly shots belonging to a class known as GLP-1 agonists, after the gut hormone they mimic, can lose a fifth or more of their body weight in a year. Incessant "food noise" fueling the urge to eat suddenly goes silent.

In recent months, the mystique of these drugs has only grown. Both semaglutide (sold under the brand names Ozempic and Wegovy) and tirzepatide (Mounjaro and Zepbound) were initially developed for diabetes and then repurposed for weight loss. But they apparently can do so much more than that. Studies showing the heart benefits of semaglutide have already led the FDA to approve Wegovy as a way to reduce the risk of major cardiac events, including stroke, heart attack, and death, in certain patients. The drug has also shown clear benefits for sleep apnea, kidney disease, liver disease--and can potentially help with fertility issues, Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, colorectal cancer, alcohol overuse, and even nail-biting. These days, a new use for GLP-1s seems to emerge every week.



With each new breakthrough, GLP-1s look more and more like the Swiss Army knife of medications. As Vox asked last year: "Is there anything Ozempic can't do?" But GLP-1s can't take all the credit. Obesity is linked to so many ailments that losing huge amounts of weight from these drugs is destined to have "a pretty dominant effect" on health outcomes, Randy Seeley, an obesity researcher at the University of Michigan, told me. Teasing out exactly what is causing these secondary benefits will be difficult. But the future of these drugs may hinge on it.

Read: The future of obesity drugs just got way more real

Some of the additional health effects of GLP-1s do seem in line with a drug that can lead to dramatic weight loss. People with obesity are at a much higher risk for heart attacks and liver disease; excessive weight can restrict breathing at night, leading to sleep apnea. Of course obesity drugs would help. Even reports of "Ozempic babies"--people unexpectedly conceiving while on GLP-1s--make sense considering that fertility tends to improve when people lose weight. But weight loss alone isn't always the only explanation. A major trial tracking the heart health of people on semaglutide suggested that patients can have cardiovascular improvements even if they don't lose much weight. "It is quite clear that there are benefits to these drugs that are beyond weight loss," Seeley said.



GLP-1s improve health outcomes through three mechanisms, Daniel Drucker, a professor of medicine at the University of Toronto who co-discovered GLP-1 in the 1980s, told me. (Both Drucker and Seeley have consulted with GLP-1 manufacturers, as have many prominent obesity researchers.) The first mechanism involves the main functions of the drug: controlling blood sugar and inducing weight loss. That the drug coaxes the pancreas into secreting insulin led to its development for diabetes. Weight loss mostly happens through a separate process affecting the brain and gut that prompts a waning appetite and a lingering feeling of fullness. Disentangling their effects is difficult because high blood sugar can lead to weight gain, and is linked to many of the same chronic illnesses as obesity, including heart disease and cancer. The significant reductions in the risk of cardiovascular disease and death from chronic kidney disease seen by people on GLP-1 drugs "certainly reflect" both changes in blood sugar and weight, Drucker said.



A second mechanism that could explain some of these health effects is that the drugs act directly on certain organs. GLP-1 receptors exist on tissues all over the body: throughout the lungs, kidneys, cardiovascular system, gut, skin, and central nervous system. The drugs' heart benefits, for example, might involve GLP-1 receptors in the heart and blood vessels, Steven Heymsfield, a professor who studies obesity at Louisiana State University, told me.



Beyond affecting individual organs, GLP-1s likely spur wide-ranging effects across the body through a third, more generalized process: reducing inflammation. Chronic diseases associated with obesity and diabetes, such as liver, kidney, and cardiovascular disease, are "all driven in part by increased inflammation," which GLP-1s can help reduce, Drucker said.



In some situations, these mechanisms may work hand in hand, as in the case of Alzheimer's. An older GLP-1 drug called liraglutide has shown potential as a treatment for Alzheimer's, and semaglutide's effect on early stages of the disease is being tested in a Phase 3 trial. The brain is littered with GLP-1 receptors, inflammation is known to be a central driver of neurodegeneration, and losing weight and having lower blood sugar "will probably help reduce the rate of cognitive decline," Drucker said.



More complex effects will be harder to disentangle. The drugs are thought to curb addictive and compulsive behaviors, such as alcohol overuse, impulse shopping, and gambling. In animals, GLP-1s have been shown to affect the brain's reward circuitry--a handy explanation, but perhaps an overly simplistic one. "Reward isn't just one thing," Seeley said. The mechanism that makes eating rewarding may differ slightly from that of smoking or gambling. If that's the case, it wouldn't make sense for a single drug to tamp down all of those behaviors.

Read: Did scientists accidentally invent an anti-addiction drug? 

Still other benefits of GLP-1s have yet to be explained. In a large study of people with diabetes published in February, those who took GLP-1s had a lower risk of colorectal cancer than those who didn't--and weight didn't seem to be a factor. One possible explanation for the link is that the drugs reduce inflammation that could lead to cancer. Yet recent research in mice suggests that blocking the GLP-1 receptor--that is, doing the opposite of what the drugs do--is what triggers the immune system to fight colorectal cancer.



Some of the ancillary effects being observed now will prove to be legitimate; others won't. "This happens every time we discover a new molecule," Seeley said. At first, a drug proves to be amazingly effective against the condition it's designed to treat. As more people use it, new effects come to light; before long, it begins to seem like a cure-all. Research ensues. Then, the comedown: The studies, when completed, show that it can treat some conditions but not others. In the 1980s, statins emerged as a powerful treatment for high cholesterol, and excitement then mounted about their additional benefits on kidney disease and cognitive decline. Now statins are largely used for their original purpose.



Each new discovery about what GLP-1s can do seems like a lucky surprise--a bonus effect of already miraculous drugs. But people don't want drugs that are surprising. They want ones that are effective: not medications that might lower their risk of other illnesses, but those that will. To make those drugs, manufacturers need to know what's actually happening in the body--to what degree the health effects can be attributed to more than just weight loss. To prescribe those drugs, health-care providers need to know the same thing. Doing so will become even harder as GLP-1s themselves become more complicated, targeting multiple other metabolic pathways, each with their own downstream effects. Tirzepatide already targets an additional hormone on top of GLP-1, and a drug that targets three hormones is on its way.



A fuller picture of the potential of GLP-1s may begin to emerge soon. Some of the trials investigating their effects on early Alzheimer's and Parkinson's are expected to have results before the end of 2025, offering "a glimpse of whether or not they work," Drucker said. Eventually, studies may reveal how they work--for these and all the other ancillary benefits. Drug companies are in a furious battle to develop new kinds of obesity drugs, and as it's shaping up, the future of these medications may not entirely be about obesity. As new kinds of drugs are developed, drugmakers will have to consider whether they maintain, improve upon, or weaken the other benefits, according to Drucker. Competition will likely give rise to a wide range of drugs, each specific to a certain condition or combination of them. GLP-1s might follow the trajectory of blood-pressure medications, which come in more than 200 types to suit all kinds of patients.



New benefits will propel GLP-1 further into the mainstream--not just by opening them up to new subsets of people, but by adding pressure on insurance providers to cover them. Medicare doesn't pay for obesity drugs, in part because the federal government has historically considered weight loss to be a cosmetic issue, not a medical one. But in March, after the FDA extended Wegovy's approval to include reducing cardiovascular risk in people with obesity, some Medicare plans began to offer coverage to patients with both weight and heart problems. That GLP-1s have multiple uses is not in itself miraculous. But it would be a small miracle if all of their additional effects, whether separate from or downstream of weight loss, are what help obesity drugs become as widely available as so many other life-changing treatments.
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How Much Worse Would a Bird-Flu Pandemic Be?

The world has been through multiple flu pandemics. That doesn't mean it's any more prepared.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 12:05 p.m. ET on June 7, 2024

Our most recent flu pandemic--2009's H1N1 "swine flu"--was, in absolute terms, a public-health crisis. By scientists' best estimates, roughly 200,000 to 300,000 people around the world died; countless more fell sick. Kids, younger adults, and pregnant people were hit especially hard.



That said, it could have been far worse. Of the known flu pandemics, 2009's took the fewest lives; during the H1N1 pandemic that preceded it, which began in 1918, a flu virus infected an estimated 500 million people worldwide, at least 50 million of whom died. Even some recent seasonal flus have killed more people than swine flu did. With swine flu, "we got lucky," Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University, told me. H5N1 avian flu, which has been transmitting wildly among animals, has not yet spread in earnest among humans. Should that change, though, the world's next flu pandemic might not afford us the same break.



Read: Cows have almost certainly infected more than two people with bird flu



Swine flu caught scientists by surprise. At the time, many researchers were dead certain that an H5N1, erupting out of somewhere in Asia, would be the next Big Bad Flu. Their focus was on birds; hardly anyone was watching the pigs. But the virus, a descendant of the devastating flu strain that caused the 1918 pandemic, found its way into swine and rapidly gained the ability to hack into human airway cells. It was also great at traveling airborne--features that made it well positioned to wreak global havoc, Lakdawala said. By the time experts caught on to swine flu's true threat, "we were already seeing a ton of human cases," Nahid Bhadelia, the founding director of the Boston University Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases, told me. Researchers had to scramble to catch up. But testing was intermittent, and reporting of cases was inconsistent, making it difficult for scientists to get a handle on the virus's spread. Months passed before the rollout of a new vaccine began, and uptake was meager. Even in well-resourced countries such as the U.S., few protections hindered the virus's initial onslaught.



But the worst never came to pass--for reasons that experts still don't understand. Certainly, compared with the 1918 pandemic, or even those in the 1950s and '60s, modern medicine was better equipped to test for and treat flu; although vaccine uptake has never been perfect, the availability of any shots increased protection overall, Sam Scarpino, an infectious-disease modeler and the director of AI and life sciences at Northeastern University, told me. Subtler effects may have played a role too. Other H1N1 viruses had been circulating globally since the late 1970s, potentially affording much of the population a degree of immunity, Troy Sutton, a virologist at Pennsylvania State University, told me. Older people, especially, may have harbored an extra dose of defense, from additional exposure to H1N1 strains from the first half of the 20th century. (After the 1918 pandemic, versions of that virus stuck around, and continued to percolate through the population for decades.) Those bonus safeguards might help explain why younger people were so severely affected in 2009, Lakdawala told me.



Some of those same factors could end up playing a role in an H5N1 epidemic. But 2009 represents an imperfect template--especially when so much about this new avian flu remains unclear. True human-to-human spread of H5N1 is still a distant possibility: For that, the virus would almost certainly need to undergo some major evolutionary alterations to its genome, potentially even transforming into something almost unrecognizable. All of this muddies any predictions about how a future outbreak might unfold.



Still, experts are keeping a close eye on a few factors that could raise H5N1's risks. For instance, no versions of H5N1 flu have ever gained a sustained foothold in people, which means "there's very little immunity in the community," Michael Osterholm, the director of the Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy at the University of Minnesota, told me.



Exposure to other flu strains could offer limited protection. Lakdawala and Sutton have been running experiments in ferrets, which transmit and fall ill with flu much like people do. Their preliminary results suggest that animals with previous exposures to seasonal-flu strains experience milder disease when they're next hit with this particular H5N1. That said, ferrets with zero prior flu experience--which would be the case for some very young kids--fare poorly, worse than they do with the H1N1 of 2009, and "that's scary," Lakdawala told me.



It's too early to say how those results would translate into people, for whom data are sparse. Since this H5N1 virus was first detected in the 1990s, scientists have recorded hundreds of human cases, nearly half of whom have died. (Avian flus that spill intermittently into people often have this kind of nasty track record: This week, the WHO reported that another kind of bird flu, designated H5N2, killed a man in Mexico in late April. It was the flu subtype's first recorded instance in a human; no evidence suggests yet that this virus has the ability to spread among people, either.) Experts caution strongly against reading too much into the stats: No one can be certain how many people the virus has actually infected, making it impossible to estimate a true fatality rate. The virus has also shape-shifted over decades--and the versions of it that killed those people did not seem capable of spreading among them. As Sutton pointed out, past experiments suggest that the mutations that could make H5 viruses more transmissible might also make them a bit less deadly. That's not a guarantee, however: The 1918 flu, for instance, "transmitted really well in humans and caused very severe disease," Sutton said.



Read: America's infectious-disease barometer is off



Scientists also can't extrapolate much from the fact that recent H5N1 infections among dairy workers in the U.S. have been documented as mild. Many people who work on farms are relatively young and healthy, Bhadelia noted; plus, their exposures have, presumably, been through virus-laden raw milk. The virus could affect a different community in more dramatic ways, and the nature of the disease could shift if the virus entered the body via another route. And "mildness" in the short term isn't always a comfort, Scarpino said: As with COVID, the disease could still have chronic consequences for someone's health.



The world is in some ways better prepared for H5N1 than it was in 2009. Scientists have had eyes on this particular avian flu for decades; in the past few years alone, they've watched it hopscotch into dozens of animal species, and tracked the genetic tweaks it's made. Already, U.S. experts are testing for the pathogen in wastewater, and federal regulators have taken action to halt its spread in poultry and livestock. H5 vaccines are stockpiled, and more are on the way--a pipeline that may be speedier than ever before, thanks to the recent addition of mRNA tech.



Read: The bird-flu host we should worry about



But this close to the worst days of the COVID-19 pandemic, Osterholm and others worry that halting any outbreak will be harder than it otherwise would have been. "We could see many, many individuals refusing to get a vaccine," he said. (That may be especially true if two doses are required for protection.) Bhadelia echoed that concern, adding that she's already seeing a deluge of misinformation on social media. And Scarpino noted that, after the raging debates over COVID-era school closures, legislators may refuse to entertain the option again--even though children are some of the best conduits for flu viruses. Stopping a pandemic requires trust, coordination, and public buy-in. On that front alone, Osterholm said, "without a doubt, I think we're less prepared."



The world has a track record of not taking flu seriously--even, sometimes, when it sparks a pandemic. In the months following the initial outbreaks of swine flu, the outbreak was mocked as a nothingburger; public-health officials were criticized for crying wolf. But the arguably "mild" flu epidemic still filled hospital emergency departments with pneumonia cases, spreading the virus to scores of health-care workers; kids still fell sick in droves. So many young people died that, in terms of years of life lost, Osterholm told me, the toll of 2009 still exceeded those of the flu pandemics that began in 1957 and 1968. Nor are comparisons with seasonal flus exactly a comfort: Most years, those epidemics kill tens of thousands of people in the U.S. alone.



H5N1 could also permanently alter the world's annual flu burden. An avian-flu pandemic could present the perfect opportunity for this virus to join the other flus that transmit seasonally--becoming endemic threats that may be with us for good. "We've seen that with every flu pandemic that's occurred," Sutton told me. More circulating flu viruses could mean more flu cases each year--or, perhaps, more chances for these viruses to mingle their genetic material and generate new versions of themselves to which the population lacks immunity.



However likely those possibilities are, halting H5N1's spread now would preclude all of them. Scientists have foresight on this avian flu in a way they never did with pre-pandemic swine flu. Capitalizing on that difference--perhaps the most important one between these two flus--could keep us from experiencing another outbreak at all.
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        A Wild Plan to Avert Catastrophic Sea-Level Rise
        Ross Andersen

        The edge of Greenland's ice sheet looked like a big lick of sludgy white frosting spilling over a rise of billion-year-old brown rock. Inside the Twin Otter's cabin, there were five of us: two pilots, a scientist, an engineer, and me. Farther north, we would have needed another seat for a rifle-armed guard. Here, we were told to just look around for polar-bear tracks on our descent. We had taken off from Greenland's west coast and soon passed over the ice sheet's lip. Viewed from directly above, ...
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        Christian Elliott
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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...
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        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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A Wild Plan to Avert Catastrophic Sea-Level Rise

The collapse of Antarctica's ice sheets would be disastrous. A group of scientists has an idea to save them.

by Ross Andersen


The edge of the Thwaites Glacier, 2023 (Nicolas Bayou)



The edge of Greenland's ice sheet looked like a big lick of sludgy white frosting spilling over a rise of billion-year-old brown rock. Inside the Twin Otter's cabin, there were five of us: two pilots, a scientist, an engineer, and me. Farther north, we would have needed another seat for a rifle-armed guard. Here, we were told to just look around for polar-bear tracks on our descent. We had taken off from Greenland's west coast and soon passed over the ice sheet's lip. Viewed from directly above, the first 10 miles of ice looked wrinkled, like elephant skin. Its folds and creases appeared to be lit blue from within.

We landed 80 miles into the interior with a swervy skid. Our engineer, a burly Frenchman named Nicolas Bayou, jerked the door open, and an unearthly cold ripped through the cabin. The ice was smoother here. The May sunlight radiated off it like a pure-white aurora. We knew that there were no large crevasses near the landing site. This was a NASA mission. We had orbital reconnaissance. Still, our safety officer had warned us that we could "pop down" into a hidden crack in the ice if we ventured too far from the plane. Bayou appointed himself our Neil Armstrong. He unfolded the ladder, stepped gingerly down its rungs, and set foot on the surface.

Over the next hour and a half, we drilled 15 feet into the mile-thick ice. We fed a long pole topped by a solar-powered GPS receiver into the hole and stood it straight up. In the ensuing days, we were scheduled to set up four identical sites in a long line, the last one near Greenland's center. Each will help calibrate a $1.5 billion satellite, known as NISAR, that NASA has been building with the Indian Space Research Organisation. After the satellite launches from the Bay of Bengal, its radar will peer down at Earth's glaciers--even at night, even in stormy weather. Every 12 days, it will generate an exquisitely detailed image of almost the entirety of the cryosphere--all the planet's ice.

NISAR's unblinking surveillance is crucial because not even the largest, most immobile-seeming edifices of ice stay in one place. They move, and as the planet warms, their movements are accelerating, and so is their disintegration. Glaciologists have spent decades telling people that ice sheets are hemorrhaging icebergs and meltwater into the ocean at rates without precedent since the advent of scientific records on the subject--and that this is a serious problem, especially for the 40 percent of us who live in low-lying regions near a coastline. The glaciologists have often felt ignored. In recent years, they have begun to bicker, largely behind closed doors, about whether to push a more interventionist approach. Some now think that we should try to control the flow of the planet's most vulnerable glaciers. They say that with the right technology, we might be able to freeze them in place, stopping their slide into the seas.

The glaciologist Ian Joughin, who leads NISAR's cryosphere team, invited me to go on the Greenland trip. In March, I visited him at the Polar Science Center at the University of Washington to talk through the mission. It was a rare clear day in Seattle. We could see Mount Rainier, the most glaciated peak in the contiguous United States, floating like a white ghost above the horizon. Joughin explained that nearly all of the Earth's ice is locked up in the two big sheets near its poles. If by some feat of telekinesis I could have airlifted the glaciers off Rainier's flanks and mashed them together with every other mountain glacier in the world, the resulting agglomeration would account for less than 1 percent of Earth's cryosphere. Greenland's ice sheet accounts for about 13 percent; Antarctica's accounts for the rest.

Ice may have arrived on Earth only a few hundred million years after the planet formed. At the time, Saturn and Jupiter hadn't yet settled into their orbits. They were still moving around, jostling icy comets, sending some of them toward the inner solar system. Some scientists believe that thousands of these cosmic snowballs smashed into the Earth. The ice they carried would have vaporized on impact, but later rained down onto the crust, raising the sea levels. At some point, the seas' polar regions started to freeze, and from these tiny beginnings, the planet's ice grew. About 2.4 billion years ago, a riot of bacteria began exhaling oxygen en masse, transforming the atmosphere's methane into molecules that don't trap much heat. Ice spread outward from the poles, advancing over land and sea without prejudice, possibly all the way to the equator. From space, the Earth would have looked like it was slowly enclosing itself in blue-veined white marble. Since then, ice has retreated and advanced, over and over, largely in accordance with the buildup and dissipation of greenhouse gases in the air.


The Greenland Ice Sheet, 2024 (Nicolas Bayou)



The history of our current cryosphere began 180 million years ago, when Antarctica--then covered in thick forests filled with ferns and dinosaurs--broke off from the supercontinent Gondwana and started drifting south. Only about 20 million years ago, after it had stabilized at the South Pole and put an ocean between itself and the rest of the hemisphere's climate, did snow begin stacking up into an ice sheet on its eastern half. The first stub of what would become the West Antarctic Ice Sheet appeared around the same time, but it took longer to grow, and it was more unstable. To glaciologists' alarm, it is still unstable, and growing more so, today.

Greenland's ice sheet formed much later than Antarctica's. When I stepped down onto its flat, white expanse and saw that it extended all the way to the horizon, in every direction, it seemed like a permanent fixture of the planet. But it first appeared about 2.6 million years ago, and, like the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, it is fickle. In 2016, the geologist Jason Briner analyzed a rock core that had been hauled up from underneath two miles of ice at the very center of Greenland. He was surprised to find an isotope that forms only when bare rock is struck by the intense radiation that flows through the Milky Way. Scientists had long known that Greenland's ice sheet was sensitive to climate; its southern half and outer edges had crumbled and melted into the sea during the warm periods between Ice Age glaciations. Briner's analysis suggested that at some point in the past million years, the sheet had vanished entirely, exposing the underlying bedrock to the electromagnetic violence of the cosmos.

Briner's work is just one small part of an urgent effort to figure out how quickly the Earth's ice will disintegrate as the planet warms. Mountain glaciers are already shrinking fast. The ice slabs wedged into the valleys between the Alps, Andes, and Himalayas may burn off entirely before the century's end. Greenland's ice sheet is also in imminent danger. It still covers almost all of the island, apart from the coasts, but its outlet glaciers have been sloughing off icebergs at an increasing rate. And from my porthole window in the Twin Otter, I could see slushy aquamarine streams rushing across the ice sheet's surface, even though it wasn't yet summer. These two sources together make Greenland the largest current contributor to global sea-level rise, but perhaps not for long. Antarctica is awakening from its deep freeze. Within decades, its dissolution could overtake Greenland's.

Antarctica's ice sheet won't melt away, at least not from the top; air temperatures in the continent's interior are colder than 40 degrees below zero for much of the year. But melting isn't the only risk to ice sheets. Because Antarctica is so enormous, the quickening of its iceberg discharge alone would be enough to surpass Greenland's entire output. East Antarctica may be safe for now. Much of its ice sheet rests on a high plateau. But the story is different in West Antarctica, and especially on Thwaites, the glacier that may well determine its future.

Thwaites covers an area as large as the island of Britain. Its bed has relatively few large obstacles, perfect for a glacier that wants to flow fast. A considerable portion of it sits well below sea level. During the last Ice Age, Thwaites grew monstrously thick, and dug a trough beneath itself as it pushed out along the continental shelf. Today, near its terminus, it rests on bumps and ridges on the seafloor, to which ice attaches, creating resistance and helping to hold the otherwise smooth-flowing glacier back. Glaciologists have long worried that the deep currents of warm water surrounding Antarctica could sneak into the trough underneath it. After Thwaites began shedding ice at an alarming rate, they sent an autonomous submersible to investigate. To their dismay, they saw warm water flowing beneath the glacier, thinning its underside. If that continues, the icy structures that affix Thwaites to the undersea ridges may melt away. The glacier could become a runaway. A big inland portion of it could pour into the sea across a period of decades. The models that most glaciologists use suggest that this could occur sometime in the next several centuries. But the models don't yet have a long track record. The field's experts can imagine tail scenarios in which it happens much sooner, perhaps within the lifetime of people reading this today.


A GPS antenna and associated equipment on the Whillans Ice Stream in Antarctica in 2015, placed to help scientists better understand how fast the ice is moving (Slawek Tulaczyk)



The loss of Thwaites would be catastrophic. If it goes, it would likely lead to the loss of much of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. That would raise sea levels by up to 10 feet. Even five feet of sea-level rise would erase hundreds of islands from the Earth's surface, along with the unique cultures and ecologies that have taken root on them. Hundreds of millions of people who live along coasts could be forced to find new homes, with unpredictable geopolitical ripple effects. Rich countries would normally have the capacity--if not the willingness--to help poor ones. But their resources may be strained if the urban grids of New York City, Miami, London, Amsterdam, Tokyo, and Shanghai are underwater.

From the July/August 2024 issue: Vann R. Newkirk II on what America owes the planet

While reporting this story, I talked with more than 20 scientists who study the cryosphere. Many of them burned with impatience. They are no longer content with the traditional scientific role of neutral observation. "I'm not going to be satisfied simply documenting the demise of these environments that I care about," Brent Minchew, a glaciologist at MIT, told me. Minchew is teaming up with like-minded scientists who want to do something about it. They are designing grand technological interventions that could slow down the cryosphere's disintegration. Most of the scientists are on the younger side, but the central idea they are working on isn't. It was dreamed up by a member of the older guard, a 57-year-old glaciologist at UC Santa Cruz named Slawek Tulaczyk.

Before leaving for Greenland, I visited Tulaczyk in Santa Cruz. We met at the university arboretum and walked uphill through the forested campus, pausing only to let two coyotes leave the trail. When we reached the hilltop, we gazed out over the Pacific. Tulaczyk began to explain how its waves had shaped the landscape. Hundreds of thousands of years ago, after an extreme Ice Age glaciation receded, the sea rose by nearly 400 feet, and cut a deep new shoreline into the coast. Erosion had since rounded down one of its cliffs into the hill we had just climbed. I asked Tulaczyk if he thought the sea would creep up here again. He told me that he is not a doomer by nature--he once believed that diplomacy and reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change would prevent glaciers from avalanching off West Antarctica. But a few years ago, he lost his faith.


Meltwater from the Greenland Ice Sheet running along a valley, 2024 (Nicolas Bayou)



It's not hard to see why. The global appetite for fossil fuels remains ravenous. As of January, China was planning or actively building more new coal plants than all the plants currently operating in the United States. Each one may burn for more than 40 years. Yes, solar panels are flying off assembly lines worldwide, but grids can't yet store all the daylight that they absorb. Electric cars are still relatively rare, and container ships run on oil. The planet has already warmed by more than 1 degree Celsius since the Industrial Revolution. Each extra degree will destabilize ice sheets further, making them more likely to tumble, rather than slowly flow, into the sea. Tulaczyk doesn't think that the creaky machinery of global governance is moving quickly enough to stop them. He's formulating a backup plan.

Tulaczyk first became interested in glaciers as a boy running wild through the countryside of his native Poland. He wondered about the deep history of its forests and fields. He learned that during the Pleistocene, ice sheets had steamrolled down from the North Pole and flattened much of the country. When they retreated, they left lakes behind. ("Picture Wisconsin," Tulaczyk told me.) After immigrating to the United States, he did his doctoral work in glaciology at the California Institute of Technology under Barclay Kamb, a legendary figure from a more freewheeling age of polar exploration. During the 1990s, Kamb took Tulaczyk on long summer expeditions to tented camps in the remote Antarctic interior. They drilled holes into ice sheets with pressurized hot water. Sometimes they reached more than half a mile down, all the way to the continent. Tulaczyk studied the underlying sediment. He found rock and gravel, but also silts and muds that suggested a liquid layer.

Glaciologists were beginning to understand that underneath the miles-thick Antarctic ice lurks a dark water world as mysterious as the sea that sloshes beneath the frozen surface of Jupiter's moon Europa. The friction of a glacier's slide toward the sea combines with heat radiating up from the Earth's mantle to melt a tiny bit of its underside. Subglacial watersheds channel the meltwater into hidden streams and rivers. Some pool into lakes that eventually discharge as the ice above them moves, and watersheds shift. Satellite-laser scans have recently revealed more than 400 areas across Antarctica that pulsate faintly in time lapse, like subwoofers, as the lakes deep beneath them fill and drain. Some are as large as Lakes Erie or Ontario. In 2013, Tulaczyk helped lower the first cameras and sampling tubes into one. He found microbes that survive on their own kind of fossil fuel: organics from the continent's warmer times. Antarctica is often described as Earth's largest desert, but it may also be its most extensive living wetland.

Tulaczyk has long been intrigued by the way that this sprawling wetland lubricates the ice above it, speeding up its journey toward the ocean. At a conference in the late '90s, he learned about a mysterious subglacial event that occurred 200 years ago, underneath the Kamb Ice Stream, a glacier on the opposite side of West Antarctica from Thwaites. Until the mid-19th century, the glacier was flowing into the Ross Sea at an estimated 2,300 feet a year. But then, in the geologically abrupt space of only a few decades, this great river of ice all but halted. In the two centuries since, it has moved less than 35 feet a year. According to the leading theory, the layer of water underneath it thinned, perhaps by draining into the underside of another glacier. Having lost its lubrication, the glacier slowed down and sank toward the bedrock below. At its base, a cooling feedback loop took hold. Eventually, enough of it froze to its bed to keep it in place.

The story of the glacier that had suddenly halted stayed with Tulaczyk. Around 2010, he began to wonder whether water could be drained from underneath a large glacier like Thwaites to achieve the same effect. He imagined drilling down to its subglacial lakes to pump the water out of them. He imagined it gushing from the pumps' outlets and freezing into tiny crystals before it even splashed onto the Antarctic surface, "like a snow gun." The remaining water underneath the ice would likely flow toward the empty lakes, drying out portions of the glacier's underside. With luck, a cooling feedback loop would be triggered. Thwaites would freeze in place. Catastrophic sea-level rise would be avoided. Humanity would have time to get its act together.


Crevasses in the Thwaites Glacier, 2023 (Nicolas Bayou)



The morning after my visit, Tulaczyk wrote to say that his research group preferred to describe his plan as an "ice preservation" scheme, rather than anything that smacks of geo-engineering. Manipulating the flow of nation-size glaciers certainly qualifies as geo-engineering. But Tulaczyk is right to distinguish it from more dramatic, and truly global, interventions; instead of wrapping the Earth in a layer of aerosols to dim the sun, he merely wants to intervene at the glacier. His is only one of the preservation schemes that glaciologists are considering. Another team of scientists has suggested that mind-bogglingly large swaths of insulating fabric could be draped on top of vulnerable glaciers to keep them cold. Still another team has proposed that a curtain--made of plastic or some other material--be stretched across the 75-mile-wide zone where Thwaites meets the sea, to divert the warm water that is flowing underneath it.

In December, many of the world's most prominent glaciologists gathered for two days at Stanford University to discuss ice preservation, following a smaller such meeting in the fall. For Tulaczyk, it was a thrill just to organize a meeting like this. More than a decade ago, he'd pitched similar workshops to the National Science Foundation and NASA, and was told "nope," he said. At the time, many scientists worried that any talk of engineering ice sheets would distract from the necessary work of reducing greenhouse-gas emissions. Tulaczyk's mentors had warned him that pursuing the matter further might damage his career.

Before the December meeting, I'd reached out to Ted Scambos, one of the lead investigators for the International Thwaites Glacier Collaboration, a $50 million study of the endangered glacier by more than 100 scientists around the world. Scambos told me that many of the scientists who were attending were still skeptical that any of the ideas would work. Some had declined to attend altogether. Twila Moon, a glaciologist at the University of Colorado at Boulder, told me that she sent in a video statement protesting the very premise of the meeting and calling it a distraction.

When I caught up with Scambos after the meeting, he said that he came away from it thinking that two things had shifted in the small world of glaciology. First, more scientists were now open to experimenting with ice preservation. Some had been convinced that there was no avoiding geo-engineering; it was going to happen, either at the glaciers themselves or at hundreds of other places around the planet, where seawalls and additional megastructures would need to be built if glaciers were lost.

The second shift Scambos noticed was that Tulaczyk's idea--freezing a glacier into place--now had more momentum. The fabric-covering idea hasn't gained much traction outside of groups working to preserve small glaciers in the Alps. And the curtain had come in for criticism at the meeting, in part because the sea edge of Thwaites is one of the most remote and forbidding environments on Earth. It was the last stretch of Antarctica's coast to be mapped, its final terra incognita. Installing anything of serious scale there, underwater, would be extraordinarily challenging and fantastically expensive. Even if the curtain could be successfully installed, it would risk unintended consequences; it could entangle marine mammals and divert warm water to other ice shelves. Some of the assembled scientists found it easier to imagine hot-water drilling in Antarctica because they had actual experience doing it, whereas none of them had ever installed a sea curtain. It also helped that philanthropists, including a former executive at Google X, had expressed interest in funding field tests.

"The beauty of this idea is that you can start small," Tulaczyk told me. "You can pick a puny glacier somewhere that doesn't matter to global sea level." This summer, Martin Truffer, a glaciologist at the University of Alaska at Fairbanks, will travel to the Juneau Icefield in Alaska to look for a small slab of ice that could be used in a pilot test. If it stops moving, Tulaczyk told me he wants to try to secure permission from Greenland's Inuit political leaders to drain a larger glacier; he has his eye on one at the country's northeastern edge, which discharges five gigatons of ice into the Arctic Ocean every year. Only if that worked would he move on to pilots in Antarctica.

Even if these pilot experiments are successful, and hailed as such by the entire field, halting the mighty flow of Thwaites would still be a daunting challenge. To trigger a cooling feedback loop underneath its ice, a checkerboard array of separate drilling sites would be required. Estimates for how many range wildly, from a few dozen to thousands. In the annals of polar science, there is no precedent for a mission of this scope, as Tulaczyk well knows. In 2018, after five years of planning, it took a camp of 50 people in a much more accessible region of West Antarctica a whole field season to drill one borehole down to a subglacial lake. If you were operating 100 such sites, some economies of scale would kick in, but only to a point. A Thwaites field team could number 5,000 people--that's roughly the peak population of Los Alamos during the Manhattan Project, except in this case, they'd be deployed across one of the world's most remote glaciers.

Very few polar explorers have been to Thwaites. Tulaczyk himself has never made it to the glacier, despite 12 expeditions to Antarctica. When I asked those who have been there about the prospect of sending a scientific mission of this size, they seemed dazed by the question. But Tulaczyk, who is not just a scientist but an engineer, has given it serious thought. I heard him out, and then, to try to imagine how the project might work, I talked with Rob Grant, who led logistics for the British Antarctic Survey's most recent mission to Thwaites; Zoe Courville, who has helped keep dozens of traverses on Antarctica safe for American science missions; and Tanner Kuhl, an engineer with the U.S. Ice Drilling Program.

The mission's cargo alone would fill thousands of shipping containers. They would all need to be loaded onto a very large boat that would sail from Punta Arenas, Chile, and cross the Southern Ocean, a latitudinal band where no land exists to stop sea winds from whipping furiously around the planet. In 1774, Captain Cook made his way across these stormy seas and approached Thwaites directly from the north, but he never saw it: He turned back while still more than 100 miles away after encountering a dense field of icebergs "whose lofty summits reached the Clowds."


Ice from the tongue of the Thwaites Glacier floating in the Amundsen Sea, 2018 (Nicolas Bayou)



The planet's two most active glaciers--Thwaites and Pine Island--terminate in the very same bay. They are constantly ejecting building-size blocks of ice into its waters. In this bay, calm breezes can become gale-force winds in just minutes. Ice fog can white out the surroundings. On average, human civilization sends only one vessel of brave souls a year into the waters near Thwaites, and in some years no one goes.

Even if docking alongside Thwaites were a simple matter, unloading people and cargo onto an ice shelf that can tower more than 100 feet above the water would be impossible. Nor can heavy planes land a bit farther in on the glacier, because its ice stretches and wrinkles during its final seaward sprint, riddling it with crevasses. Grant told me that it took his British team years to find an ice shelf that their ships could sidle up to. The good news: It's just 12 feet high, and it leads to a relatively stable route inland. The bad news: It's in the Ronne Inlet, 750 miles away.

The Antarctic field season is only a few months long. A cargo ship with a crane would need to trail an icebreaker into the Ronne Inlet and dock next to the ice shelf sometime in October. Mega-tractors would tow humongous bladders of fuel, wood crates packed with scientific instruments, and the rest of the cargo to a staging ground 150 miles into the interior. From there, a tractor convoy would set out across West Antarctica on a high ice plateau that runs alongside the continent's tallest mountain range. At the front of the convoy, ground-penetrating-radar specialists would scan the path ahead for crevasses. When the snow atop a crevasse was too thin to support a tractor's weight, they would adjust course, or blow up the crevasse with dynamite--sending a column of smoke and snow 80 feet into the sky--then fill it in using bulldozers.

After weeks on the ice, including whole days lost to extreme weather, the convoy would arrive at a second staging ground on the western edge of Thwaites, and then it would divide into a hundred smaller versions of itself, each taking its own path to a different drilling site on the glacier. During that first season, no one would even unpack a drill, much less a pump. They'd simply build each camp's basic infrastructure, and a large berm to make sure that the winter snowfall didn't bury it all.

Hot-water drills that can reach deep into ice have existed for decades. But there are only about 50 of them in the world, some weighing tens of thousands of pounds, made bespoke for missions in Greenland and Antarctica. The Thwaites mission would likely need more than double that number. On-site, bulldozers would heap snow into their heated holding tanks, and everyone would wait around while it melted. When at last hot water started jetting down from the drill's showerhead, steam would billow off the ice. A small dent would appear. It would deepen into a white-walled borehole at a rate of one meter every minute, assuming everything went smoothly.

But it rarely does. Truffer, who is known for his experience with ice drilling, told me that there are always stops and starts. Broken parts are especially maddening, because there are no polar hardware stores at which to buy replacements. Even with no hiccups, the boreholes could take days to drill, especially where Thwaites thickens to more than a half mile. If one of those deeper holes were wide enough to admit an Olympic diver, and she dove straight down to the subglacial lake below, more than 10 seconds would pass before she splashed into its water.

All the drilling and pumping and tractors and camps would require a small city's worth of energy. There might be no way to supply it cleanly. Solar panels could support some summertime operations, but not drilling and pumping. The camp that drilled a borehole for scientific research in 2018 required thousands of gallons of diesel fuel. To power 100 such sites would, in a terrible irony, likely require a great and sustained conflagration of fossil fuels.

If the operation ever happens, Tulaczyk won't run it. He said that he has had extraordinary experiences during his multi-month trips to Antarctica, but he has also felt the cold sting of its isolation. He once described Antarctica to me as a preview of the inhospitable universe that exists beyond the vibrant bounty of Earth. He has missed 12 Christmases with his kids doing fieldwork there, and many of his wife's birthdays. "There are a lot of divorced glaciologists," he said. "I don't want to join them." He is nearing retirement anyway. He may not even live to see his plan come to fruition, and he told me he is okay with that. He has inspired younger scientists. Some of them have begun to develop more elegant iterations of his idea. This is the natural way of things.


Icebergs in Pine Island Bay, into which Thwaites feeds, 2016 (Nicolas Bayou)



Minchew, the MIT glaciologist, is one of those scientists. He has adopted the drilling part of Tulaczyk's plan, but instead of pumping water out, he wants to pump warmth out, by lowering tubelike heat siphons into the boreholes. Tens of thousands of these siphons are already wedged alongside crude-oil pipelines in the Arctic. They pull up the subsurface heat that the pipelines emanate, so that it doesn't melt the permafrost and make the ground go askew. If a heat siphon could reach the bottom of Thwaites, it might be able to freeze a region of the glacier's base, creating a sticky spot. But the siphons used in the permafrost are only a few meters long; it may be difficult to lengthen them by orders of magnitude. There is good reason to try: Siphons don't need diesel fuel. They're powered by temperature differences alone. Minchew told me that if enough of them were lodged into Thwaites, like pins in a pincushion, they might be able to keep the whole thing in place. And they'd do it gently. They wouldn't make a sound. They wouldn't so much as glow.

Greenland's Sermeq Kujalleq glacier is the Thwaites of the Arctic--the Northern Hemisphere's fastest-crumbling edge. Every year, it dumps 11 cubic miles of ice into a fjord near the small town of Ilulissat. Before leaving Greenland, I flew north to see it. I landed after 8 p.m., and really should have called it a day. But I was feeling hardy from the musk-ox sausages that I'd eaten before takeoff, and I knew that the Arctic sun wouldn't set for hours. I dropped my bags at my hotel, slipped on my parka, and hiked toward the fjord.

Several glaciologists who have worked in both Antarctica and Greenland told me that the Ilulissat fjord is the most spectacular icescape in the world. During the Pleistocene, its glacier bulldozed boulders and other debris into the fjord's mouth, creating an underwater ridge. As a consequence, the gigantic icebergs that calve off the glacier can't just slip directly into the Atlantic. They bounce around the fjord together for months on end. After they melt down a bit and find just the right angle of escape, the icebergs embark on great journeys. Locals take a grim satisfaction in the strong possibility that one of them rammed the Titanic's hull. Some have likely drifted to latitudes as far south as Portugal.

I walked along Ilulissat's streets of brightly colored houses to its outskirts, where small shacks are surrounded by sled dogs chafing at their chains. Most of Greenland's residents are Inuit; their ancestors brought these dogs here from Alaska 1,000 years ago and used them to travel long distances across the Greenland Ice Sheet. They retain more than a trace of Arctic wolf in their physique and spirit. After climbing into the hills that separate the town from the fjord, I could still hear them howling into the cold wind.

It took me an hour to reach the fjord's most iceberg-dense section. I had to hopscotch across a tundra of slate-colored rock and vivid maroon lichen, while attempting to avoid snowdrifts. I got stuck, thigh-deep, in one. By the time I dug myself out, it was nearing 11 p.m. and the sky was finally darkening. I began to regret setting out so late on my own, until I passed over a rise and saw the fjord in its full glory.

Dozens of icebergs were spread across the water like floats massing before a parade. I couldn't help but project familiar shapes onto them--one resembled a giant polar bear kneeling in the water, searching for seals. All I could hear were small streams running off the tundra and the melancholy calls of gulls flying across the fjord. Occasionally, a distant iceberg would crack, and the sound would ricochet toward me, greatly reduced, like muffled gunfire.

I sat down on a patch of golden grass in front of the largest iceberg. It was a landscape unto itself, with a little mountain range on one side and a river running through its middle. Along its edges were sheer 100-foot cliffs, chalk-white like the coast of Dover. It was beautiful, and also disquieting. The whole thing was the size of a Manhattan block. And yet, compared with the ice sheet that had ejected it into the water, it was only a snowflake.

Twila Moon, the University of Colorado glaciologist, had recommended this hike to me in mid-March. I had called to ask about the video statement that she had sent to the Stanford meeting in December. Her position hadn't softened in the intervening months. Human beings have directed the flow of rivers, with mixed success, for thousands of years, but Moon thinks that a river of ice is a force beyond our reckoning. She worries that grant makers and scientific talent will be seduced--and that precious resources will be diverted from emissions reduction to chase a techno-fantasy. Even small-scale tests of Tulaczyk's idea are a waste of time, she told me, because as a practical matter, the technology could never be deployed at scale on Antarctica.

The first time I called Martin Truffer, the glaciologist at the University of Alaska at Fairbanks with a penchant for ice drilling, he had seemed to agree. But then I saw him on my way up to Greenland, where he planned to land a small helicopter on the glacier that feeds the Ilulissat fjord. The U.S. Air Force had flown us part of the way in a C-130, but the plane broke down in Newfoundland, and we were stranded for several days. One night, we discussed Tulaczyk's idea, and he acknowledged that the impoverished state of scientific research may have conditioned him to think too small.

Many polar science projects are held together by duct tape and the grit of people like Truffer, who spend long months in the field away from their families. But ice preservation on Antarctica wouldn't be an ordinary science project. If a consortium of governments became convinced that Thwaites could be saved, and that trillions of dollars of flooding damage could be avoided, they might treat the project more like a military mobilization or mass vaccine deployment. By those standards, the many billions of dollars you might need--especially if the glacier had to be drilled and pumped continually, across many years--really isn't that much money. Truffer remains skeptical of Tulaczyk's project, but he said it would be much more imaginable if it were backed by those kinds of resources.

That's really conceivable only in an asteroid-headed-for-Earth scenario where glaciologists are in total agreement that the loss of Thwaites is imminent. Funding, in that case, would be the easy part. Getting permission from Russia, China, and dozens of other parties to the Antarctic Treaty would likely be harder. Building an international consensus, manufacturing the equipment, and setting it up on Antarctica could take decades. Testing will certainly take decades.

In the meantime, the world's ice will continue to dissolve. Even if we were to halt emissions immediately and entirely, we could still lose major glaciers at both poles within a century. We can see them fragmenting now, in real time. On my last night in Ilulissat, I went back to the fjord on a small icebreaker. As we moved through the pewter water, the thin sea ice beneath us fractured into every imaginable polygon. From the hills above, the icebergs had all seemed still and sculptural. Up close, it was easier to see that they were in flux. Meltwater glittered along their edges, and they were all drifting ever so subtly. One by one, they would soon head out to sea. If we want to keep our ice sheets and shores where they are, Tulaczyk's idea may help. Maybe it will work all by itself, or in combination with other ice-control schemes. Or maybe all of these ideas are destined to fail. Either way, we should find out.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The Glacier Rescue Project."
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Cruise Ships Aren't Ready for Instant Tsunamis

Landslides can cause sudden, powerful tsunamis--and no one really knows how to navigate them.

by Christian Elliott




This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.

In 2015, 76 million cubic meters of rock crashed from the rugged cliffs above a southeastern Alaska fjord and into the water below. The landslide sparked a nearly 200-meter-tall wave that roared down the narrow Taan Fiord and out into Icy Bay. No one witnessed the collapse, but a year later, the geologist Bretwood Higman was in the area taking detailed measurements of the tsunami's effects. Looking up from his work, Higman saw a massive cruise ship crossing the fjord's mouth. He was stunned.

"It'd never occurred to me that a cruise ship would go into Icy Bay," Higman says. An image of tsunami-tossed ships trapped in the rocky passage filled his mind. "There are many ways in which that could work out really badly." He couldn't get the picture out of his head.

Landslide-generated tsunamis are low-probability, high-consequence events. But as rising temperatures cause glaciers to melt, the steep slopes of southeastern Alaska's numerous fjords are becoming unstable. Once buttressed by ice, many exposed cliffs now stand unsupported and at risk of collapse as the glaciers that once held them up rapidly retreat. Heavy rains and thawing permafrost are further increasing the hazards. And with tourists flocking to Alaska's rugged coast, "there are now these huge concentrations of people that are going right to the areas of highest risk," Higman says. We've increased our vulnerability to disaster, and we've increased the probability, he says. This risk is rising in coastal regions around the world that share Alaska's conditions, such as Greenland, Chile, Norway, and New Zealand.

Unlike tsunamis triggered by earthquakes far offshore, which take time to strike coastal communities, tsunamis triggered by coastal landslides appear suddenly and can cause significantly higher waves, Higman says. That poses a greater threat to people in boats.

Read: The lifesaving potential of underwater earthquake monitors

The growing threat has been gnawing at Amanda Bauer, who's operated day cruises for 17 years, navigating the tight channels around Alaska's Prince William Sound, including in the Barry Arm fjord, where a 500-million-cubic-meter slab of unstable terrain is teetering above the retreating Barry Glacier. "I think about it a lot when I'm up there--what would I do?" Bauer says. "Sometimes I'll be sitting there, surrounded by ice; I couldn't go more than two knots if I wanted to. That's different than having open water where I can turn and burn if I see something happening."

Concerned about how captains should respond to such an extreme threat, Higman dove into the existing scientific literature on how ships can ride out tsunami waves. Focusing only on research related to coastal landslide-triggered tsunamis, his search turned up little, save for some one-off case studies and eyewitness accounts of historical events, such as the time in 1958 when a wave nearly the height of Toronto's CN Tower capsized two boats in Lituya Bay, Alaska, and killed five people. Scientific efforts to model landslide-generated tsunamis and their effects on vessels are just beginning, which means there are scant data to inform guidelines.

Higman found that the official guidance from the United States' National Tsunami Hazard Mitigation Program is similarly lacking. That advice, informed by the effects of offshore tsunamis, essentially boils down to three bullet points: For docked vessels, abandon ship and head for high ground on foot. For vessels in deep water, go out to even deeper water. And for vessels near shore, choose to either beach the boat and run, or flee to deeper water. This one-size-fits-all advice is meant to apply to everything from fishing boats to 150-passenger day cruisers.

Landslide-generated tsunamis can strike before experts are able to detect them and issue warnings, and Higman says the captains he's spoken with would never choose to beach--and potentially destroy--their vessel and attempt to evacuate with passengers and crew up a rugged Alaska shoreline without even knowing when the wave will arrive or how far it will run up the coast.

Although it's currently difficult to predict the arrival time or size of a landslide-generated tsunami in advance, Higman says current guidelines could better explain how tsunamis generally work. Tsunami waves differ fundamentally from the wind waves mariners are used to navigating, he says, which can throw off a captain's intuition. For one thing, tsunami waves pick up speed in deeper water and grow considerably taller in shallow water. The depths of Alaska's fjords can vary widely, so a captain could think they have plenty of time to outrun a tsunami, only to have the wave catch up and break right on top of them.

Tsunamis confined to fjords also tend to slosh around like water in a bathtub, creating unpredictable currents in excess of 100 kilometers per hour. Those three bullet points of guidance don't get into these nuances of tsunamis' interactions with Alaska's complex shoreline, Higman says. The current guidelines may also underestimate the expertise of vessel operators, he says, who are used to making quick decisions in hazardous conditions.

Elena Suleimani, a tsunami modeler for the Alaska Earthquake Center and co-author of the existing guidelines, admits that they're imperfect. Although she's created harbor-specific maps outlining where the water is deep enough for a ship to safely ride out a tsunami, Suleimani doesn't feel comfortable giving advice to vessel operators: "I have no idea how to operate boats," she says.

So, on a mission to give captains the best advice possible, Higman is running a workshop with the Prince William Sound Regional Citizens' Advisory Council (RCAC) in Valdez, Alaska, this month. The event will bring together tsunami scientists and vessel operators to compile their knowledge and, hopefully, work out some more practicable recommendations.

At this point, Higman can't say exactly what the proper guidance should be. But although the workshop will focus on improving advice for the captains of small craft, Chad Hults, a geologist with the National Park Service, says operators of larger vessels, such as cruise ships, need to consider the threat of landslide-generated tsunamis as well. Hults says the NPS is keen to begin talks with the cruise lines that frequent Glacier Bay, where a dozen slabs of land seem ready to slide at any moment.

During tourism season, Hults says, "we have 260 cruise ships--two cruise ships a day--going into Glacier Bay. There's no other place in the park system where we have 4,000 people on a boat and a pretty obvious hazard that could cause some harm."

Read: The tsunami effect

Similarly, says Alan Sorum, the maritime-operations project manager for the Prince William Sound RCAC, there are no official tsunami hazard guidelines for the oil tankers visiting Valdez, Alaska--the endpoint of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline. "If you capsize a big vessel like that," Sorum says, "it would be a big problem cleaning that up."

So far, Alaska's mariners have managed to avoid the worst. A tsunami hasn't caused an oil spill or killed anyone aboard a boat in Alaska in 60 years. "With all my effort on this, there's this voice in the back of my head that's like, 'Maybe it's not a big deal; maybe I'm wasting my time,'" Higman says.

But then he thinks about Barry Arm, Lituya Bay, and the cruise ship he saw sailing past the mouth of Taan Fiord. He tallies the dozens of unstable slopes known to be lurking across Alaska, all waiting to collapse into bays and fjords. "And," he says, "I do think that, at some point, [the situation] is going to explode."
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How Much Worse Would a Bird-Flu Pandemic Be?

The world has been through multiple flu pandemics. That doesn't mean it's any more prepared.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 12:05 p.m. ET on June 7, 2024

Our most recent flu pandemic--2009's H1N1 "swine flu"--was, in absolute terms, a public-health crisis. By scientists' best estimates, roughly 200,000 to 300,000 people around the world died; countless more fell sick. Kids, younger adults, and pregnant people were hit especially hard.



That said, it could have been far worse. Of the known flu pandemics, 2009's took the fewest lives; during the H1N1 pandemic that preceded it, which began in 1918, a flu virus infected an estimated 500 million people worldwide, at least 50 million of whom died. Even some recent seasonal flus have killed more people than swine flu did. With swine flu, "we got lucky," Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University, told me. H5N1 avian flu, which has been transmitting wildly among animals, has not yet spread in earnest among humans. Should that change, though, the world's next flu pandemic might not afford us the same break.



Read: Cows have almost certainly infected more than two people with bird flu



Swine flu caught scientists by surprise. At the time, many researchers were dead certain that an H5N1, erupting out of somewhere in Asia, would be the next Big Bad Flu. Their focus was on birds; hardly anyone was watching the pigs. But the virus, a descendant of the devastating flu strain that caused the 1918 pandemic, found its way into swine and rapidly gained the ability to hack into human airway cells. It was also great at traveling airborne--features that made it well positioned to wreak global havoc, Lakdawala said. By the time experts caught on to swine flu's true threat, "we were already seeing a ton of human cases," Nahid Bhadelia, the founding director of the Boston University Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases, told me. Researchers had to scramble to catch up. But testing was intermittent, and reporting of cases was inconsistent, making it difficult for scientists to get a handle on the virus's spread. Months passed before the rollout of a new vaccine began, and uptake was meager. Even in well-resourced countries such as the U.S., few protections hindered the virus's initial onslaught.



But the worst never came to pass--for reasons that experts still don't understand. Certainly, compared with the 1918 pandemic, or even those in the 1950s and '60s, modern medicine was better equipped to test for and treat flu; although vaccine uptake has never been perfect, the availability of any shots increased protection overall, Sam Scarpino, an infectious-disease modeler and the director of AI and life sciences at Northeastern University, told me. Subtler effects may have played a role too. Other H1N1 viruses had been circulating globally since the late 1970s, potentially affording much of the population a degree of immunity, Troy Sutton, a virologist at Pennsylvania State University, told me. Older people, especially, may have harbored an extra dose of defense, from additional exposure to H1N1 strains from the first half of the 20th century. (After the 1918 pandemic, versions of that virus stuck around, and continued to percolate through the population for decades.) Those bonus safeguards might help explain why younger people were so severely affected in 2009, Lakdawala told me.



Some of those same factors could end up playing a role in an H5N1 epidemic. But 2009 represents an imperfect template--especially when so much about this new avian flu remains unclear. True human-to-human spread of H5N1 is still a distant possibility: For that, the virus would almost certainly need to undergo some major evolutionary alterations to its genome, potentially even transforming into something almost unrecognizable. All of this muddies any predictions about how a future outbreak might unfold.



Still, experts are keeping a close eye on a few factors that could raise H5N1's risks. For instance, no versions of H5N1 flu have ever gained a sustained foothold in people, which means "there's very little immunity in the community," Michael Osterholm, the director of the Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy at the University of Minnesota, told me.



Exposure to other flu strains could offer limited protection. Lakdawala and Sutton have been running experiments in ferrets, which transmit and fall ill with flu much like people do. Their preliminary results suggest that animals with previous exposures to seasonal-flu strains experience milder disease when they're next hit with this particular H5N1. That said, ferrets with zero prior flu experience--which would be the case for some very young kids--fare poorly, worse than they do with the H1N1 of 2009, and "that's scary," Lakdawala told me.



It's too early to say how those results would translate into people, for whom data are sparse. Since this H5N1 virus was first detected in the 1990s, scientists have recorded hundreds of human cases, nearly half of whom have died. (Avian flus that spill intermittently into people often have this kind of nasty track record: This week, the WHO reported that another kind of bird flu, designated H5N2, killed a man in Mexico in late April. It was the flu subtype's first recorded instance in a human; no evidence suggests yet that this virus has the ability to spread among people, either.) Experts caution strongly against reading too much into the stats: No one can be certain how many people the virus has actually infected, making it impossible to estimate a true fatality rate. The virus has also shape-shifted over decades--and the versions of it that killed those people did not seem capable of spreading among them. As Sutton pointed out, past experiments suggest that the mutations that could make H5 viruses more transmissible might also make them a bit less deadly. That's not a guarantee, however: The 1918 flu, for instance, "transmitted really well in humans and caused very severe disease," Sutton said.



Read: America's infectious-disease barometer is off



Scientists also can't extrapolate much from the fact that recent H5N1 infections among dairy workers in the U.S. have been documented as mild. Many people who work on farms are relatively young and healthy, Bhadelia noted; plus, their exposures have, presumably, been through virus-laden raw milk. The virus could affect a different community in more dramatic ways, and the nature of the disease could shift if the virus entered the body via another route. And "mildness" in the short term isn't always a comfort, Scarpino said: As with COVID, the disease could still have chronic consequences for someone's health.



The world is in some ways better prepared for H5N1 than it was in 2009. Scientists have had eyes on this particular avian flu for decades; in the past few years alone, they've watched it hopscotch into dozens of animal species, and tracked the genetic tweaks it's made. Already, U.S. experts are testing for the pathogen in wastewater, and federal regulators have taken action to halt its spread in poultry and livestock. H5 vaccines are stockpiled, and more are on the way--a pipeline that may be speedier than ever before, thanks to the recent addition of mRNA tech.



Read: The bird-flu host we should worry about



But this close to the worst days of the COVID-19 pandemic, Osterholm and others worry that halting any outbreak will be harder than it otherwise would have been. "We could see many, many individuals refusing to get a vaccine," he said. (That may be especially true if two doses are required for protection.) Bhadelia echoed that concern, adding that she's already seeing a deluge of misinformation on social media. And Scarpino noted that, after the raging debates over COVID-era school closures, legislators may refuse to entertain the option again--even though children are some of the best conduits for flu viruses. Stopping a pandemic requires trust, coordination, and public buy-in. On that front alone, Osterholm said, "without a doubt, I think we're less prepared."



The world has a track record of not taking flu seriously--even, sometimes, when it sparks a pandemic. In the months following the initial outbreaks of swine flu, the outbreak was mocked as a nothingburger; public-health officials were criticized for crying wolf. But the arguably "mild" flu epidemic still filled hospital emergency departments with pneumonia cases, spreading the virus to scores of health-care workers; kids still fell sick in droves. So many young people died that, in terms of years of life lost, Osterholm told me, the toll of 2009 still exceeded those of the flu pandemics that began in 1957 and 1968. Nor are comparisons with seasonal flus exactly a comfort: Most years, those epidemics kill tens of thousands of people in the U.S. alone.



H5N1 could also permanently alter the world's annual flu burden. An avian-flu pandemic could present the perfect opportunity for this virus to join the other flus that transmit seasonally--becoming endemic threats that may be with us for good. "We've seen that with every flu pandemic that's occurred," Sutton told me. More circulating flu viruses could mean more flu cases each year--or, perhaps, more chances for these viruses to mingle their genetic material and generate new versions of themselves to which the population lacks immunity.



However likely those possibilities are, halting H5N1's spread now would preclude all of them. Scientists have foresight on this avian flu in a way they never did with pre-pandemic swine flu. Capitalizing on that difference--perhaps the most important one between these two flus--could keep us from experiencing another outbreak at all.
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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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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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        The Atlantic Festival Returns to The Wharf in D.C., September 19 and 20, and Announces First Headliners
        The Atlantic

        Meet great minds who don't think alike. The Atlantic is releasing tickets and revealing the first slate of conversations that will take place at The Atlantic Festival, its annual live event in Washington, D.C., on the ideas shaping a changing nation. The festival will run Thursday, September 19, and Friday, September 20, and feature dozens of events across four stages at The Wharf. Both days will close with evening entertainment, to be announced along with the festival's full schedule of events.
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        The Atlantic's July/August Issue on Climate Change: With Reporting From George Packer, Vann R. Newkirk II, Ross Andersen, and Katherine J. Wu
        The Atlantic

        For its July/August issue, The Atlantic has made climate change its focus, leading with today's cover story by staff writer George Packer on the rise and possible fall of Phoenix, Arizona. Packer's piece will be followed by features from staff writers Ross Andersen, who reports from Greenland, and Katherine J. Wu, who reports from Australia, along with senior editor Vann R. Newkirk II, who writes on the need for climate reparations. In an editor's note for the issue, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldb...
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The Atlantic Festival Returns to The Wharf in D.C., September 19 and 20, and Announces First Headliners

Interviews with Senator John Fetterman, House Democratic Leader Hakeem Jeffries, Anna Deavere Smith, Karl Rove, David Axelrod, and Jemele Hill




Meet great minds who don't think alike. The Atlantic is releasing tickets and revealing the first slate of conversations that will take place at The Atlantic Festival, its annual live event in Washington, D.C., on the ideas shaping a changing nation. The festival will run Thursday, September 19, and Friday, September 20, and feature dozens of events across four stages at The Wharf. Both days will close with evening entertainment, to be announced along with the festival's full schedule of events.
 
 Passes to the festival are on sale today. A select number of events will also be streamed to subscribers and audiences who register for a free virtual ticket.
 
 The Atlantic Festival, now in its 16th year, is the preeminent live exploration of The Atlantic's journalism. Each year, more than 100 speakers take part in events examining the state of politics and democracy; climate and health; race, education, culture, and technology--alongside film premieres, book talks, and live podcast tapings--all moderated by Atlantic journalists.
 
 Being announced today are interviews with Senator John Fetterman; House Democratic Leader Hakeem Jeffries; political strategists Karl Rove and David Axelrod; actress, playwright, professor, and Atlantic contributing writer Anna Deavere Smith; CNN anchor and Chief Washington Correspondent Jake Tapper and C. J. Rice, who was convicted of attempted homicide as a teenager in 2011 and exonerated this year, after Tapper's Atlantic cover story shed light on his case; best-selling author of The Anxious Generation and social psychologist Jonathan Haidt; journalist and founder of birthFUND Elaine Welteroth; award-winning filmmaker and storyteller Noah Hawley; and The Bulwark's Sarah Longwell, Tim Miller, and Bill Kristol; with additional speakers to be announced.
 
 Leading the conversations will be many of The Atlantic's writers and editors, including editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and staff writers and contributors Elaina Plott Calabro, Jemele Hill, Hanna Rosin, and Derek Thompson, with additional names to be announced.
 
 The 2024 Atlantic Festival is underwritten by Eli Lilly and Company, Microsoft, Southern Company, and W.K. Kellogg Foundation as Presenting Level Underwriters; Allstate and Evernorth Health Services as Supporting Level Underwriters; and Arnold Ventures, Calm, Genentech, Goldman Sachs, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, and Visit Seattle as Contributing Level Underwriters.
 
 Press should request a credential by emailing press@theatlantic.com; in-person seating will be limited and will need to be reserved in advance.
 
 The Atlantic Festival
 September 19-20, 2024
 The Wharf, D.C., and Virtually
 For Passes: https://theatlanticfestival.com 
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s July/August Issue on Climate Change: With Reporting From George Packer, Vann R. Newkirk II, Ross Andersen, and Katherine J. Wu

George Packer's cover story offers a sweeping and kaleidoscopic look at the rise and possible fall of Phoenix, Arizona, and what it means for the future of American civilization.




For its July/August issue, The Atlantic has made climate change its focus, leading with today's cover story by staff writer George Packer on the rise and possible fall of Phoenix, Arizona. Packer's piece will be followed by features from staff writers Ross Andersen, who reports from Greenland, and Katherine J. Wu, who reports from Australia, along with senior editor Vann R. Newkirk II, who writes on the need for climate reparations. In an editor's note for the issue, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "Loyal readers of this magazine know that we are preoccupied with matters of climate change, and that we worry about the future of our home planet ... We have a long history of interest here. The great conservationist John Muir more or less invented the national-parks system in The Atlantic. John Burroughs defended Charles Darwin in our pages. Rachel Carson wrote her earliest essays, about the sea, for us. And, of course, The Atlantic published much of Thoreau's finest and most enduring writing."
 
 In his cover story, "The Valley"--the second-longest that The Atlantic has published in the past 40 years--Packer provides a sweeping, kaleidoscopic look at the precarious political and physical ecology of Phoenix, demonstrating that the country's fastest-growing and most dynamic region contains, in microcosm, all of America's most contentious and dangerous issues: climate change and election denialism, education and immigration, homelessness and zoning, the future of the working class and of a multiethnic democracy. Phoenix's contradictions are so great--explosive population and economic growth paired with existential political and environmental challenges--they raise questions about the city's sustainability, and about the sustainability of the American political project. Phoenix, Packer argues, makes you keenly aware of human artifice--its ingenuity and its fragility; growth keeps coming at a furious pace, despite decades of drought, and despite political extremism that makes every election a crisis threatening violence.
 
 "Democracy is also a fragile artifice," Packer concludes, after spending eight months reporting in Phoenix. "It depends less on tradition and law than on the shifting contents of individual skulls--belief, virtue, restraint. Its durability under natural and human stress is being put to an intense test in the Valley. And because a vision of vanishing now haunts the whole country, Phoenix is a guide to our future."
 
 Additional stories in the issue will address climate change from a variety of perspectives and regions of the globe. In a piece publishing on June 11, Newkirk argues that America owes a debt to other nations for its role in accelerating climate change, and that paying this debt may be the best way for the world to save itself. Coming June 12 is the feature by Andersen, who traveled to Greenland to report on new technological interventions that could save otherwise-doomed glaciers. In her piece publishing on June 17, Wu reports from Australia on the difficulties the country faces in protecting its most prized and adorable species, the koala, as these animals fight to survive not just climate change but other outside threats, such as chlamydia.
 
 George Packer's "The Valley" is published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Packer or any of the issue's contributors.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Elon Musk's Big Tesla Campaign

Does Musk need the company as much as it needs him?

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.


Tesla fueled Elon Musk's ascent to astronomical wealth and fame. But now, as he lords over six companies and continues to grow his empire, will Tesla go from crown jewel to just another project?


First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A wild plan to avert catastrophic sea-level rise
 	The mystique of Ozempic is growing.
 	Tom Nichols: Let's talk about Trump's gibberish.




"An Asset and a Liability"

Elon Musk is rallying his supporters. In recent weeks, Musk has been posting on X pushing investors to vote on a pay package that a judge threw out in January, in part for board members' failures to disclose potential conflicts of interest. He has dangled a Tesla-factory tour in front of those who vote, and declared that those who vote against him are "oathbreakers." In January, he threatened to take his AI talents elsewhere if Tesla doesn't give him what he wants. We will learn tomorrow whether shareholders support his pay package--stock payouts worth an estimated $46 billion.

Back in 2018, when Tesla was just a slice of its current self, its board agreed to give Musk--who does not receive a salary--a major chunk of the company if he hit certain ambitious milestones such as pushing its market capitalization to $650 billion. "Musk met all of those benchmarks and did so early," Christina Sautter, a law professor at Southern Methodist University, wrote in an email. (The company's value has since fallen under that mark.)

At this point, Musk is "both an asset and a liability" to the company that made him a billionaire, Margaret O'Mara, a historian at the University of Washington who studies Silicon Valley, told me. "Tesla is what it is because of Elon and because of his outsized persona," she said. Musk's public image--or "the Elon mystique," as O'Mara called it--was key to cranking up Tesla's stock price (its stocks have tumbled recently, but are still dramatically higher than they were in 2018). His volatile behavior and propensity for posting about controversial issues, often in offensive ways, may alienate customers. Still, O'Mara said, Musk seems to think that Tesla needs him more than he needs Tesla.

That may be true. Musk's attention has lately been divided: He keeps himself busy through a well-documented array of personal, political, parental, and business entanglements. Tesla is now just one of several companies in the "Muskonomy" over which he presides, which includes SpaceX and X, and he has in recent years diverted staff and resources from Tesla to other firms.

Things have been bumpy at Tesla this year--the aging company has seen layoffs, recalls, and dipping sales as competitors start to catch up in the electric-vehicle market it helped create. Its long-anticipated Cybertruck has faced various technical issues, and in April, the company agreed to recall some 4,000 of them. Still, the Tesla board--stocked with Musk allies--supports his pay package, openly attempting to use it to help keep his eye on the ball. "If Tesla is to retain Elon's attention and motivate him to continue to devote his time, energy, ambition and vision to deliver comparable results in the future, we must stand by our deal," the director of the Tesla board wrote in a letter to shareholders. "This is obviously not about the money," she added (a statement that struck me as not so obvious given the amount of money involved). Tesla did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

Musk may not need that money--his shares in Tesla, even if his 2018 pay package is not reinstated, are worth well over $70 billion--but he wants it. Though it's not clear if a show of shareholder support in tomorrow's vote would actually sway the judge to overturn her past ruling, that's what he and his allies are aiming for. Musk is facing pushback: Some financial advisers have counseled their clients to vote no, and the California Public Employees' Retirement System, a massive pension fund, has signaled that it would vote against the compensation. The $1.7 trillion Norwegian sovereign wealth fund, Tesla's eighth-largest shareholder, has also said that it would vote no. Musk, responding to the news on X, deemed that decision "not cool."

But he has the board behind him, and some powerful shareholders too. As one investor in favor of the pay package argued, "Tesla is Elon." What's less clear is whether Elon is Tesla--or if his ambitions have swelled beyond the brand that accelerated his fame.

Related:

	Elon Musk is spiraling. (From 2023)
 	Demon mode activated (From 2023)




Today's News

	The House voted to hold Attorney General Merrick Garland in contempt of Congress for refusing to provide audio recordings from Special Counsel Robert Hur's interview with President Joe Biden.
 	The Southern Baptist Convention, the largest Protestant denomination in the U.S., voted against the use of in vitro fertilization.
 	Oklahoma Supreme Court upheld a lower court's decision to dismiss a lawsuit that called for the last known survivors of the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre to be compensated for damages.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Soon, a million-mile electric vehicle may be a reality--if car companies will let it happen, Matteo Wong writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Timo Lenzen for The Atlantic



The Constitutional Case Against Exclusionary Zoning

By Joshua Braver and Ilya Somin

America is suffering from a severe housing shortage, and one of the main culprits is exclusionary zoning: regulations that restrict the amount and type of housing that property owners are allowed to construct on their land. Exclusionary zoning slows economic growth, severely limits economic mobility, and imposes burdens that disproportionately fall on racial minorities.
 No one simple solution to this problem exists. But a crucial tool may lie in the Constitution.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Brian Klaas: Trump rants about sharks, and everyone just pretends it's normal.
 	Quinta Jurecic: Trump's one constant
 	Can a robot map a planet as well as a human can?
 	Photo: Scenes from China's 2024 Dragon Boat festival




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Read. These eight books dispense practical advice if you're in a creative slump.

Watch. Richard Linklater's 2011 film, Bernie (available to stream on Tubi), understands the dangers of despising people who are not like you.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many of Elon Musk's extracurricular activities are closely tied to his business interests. As The New York Times reported last month, his relationships with right-wing world leaders have helped him reap business advantages in new markets: "No other American megabillionaire businessperson has so publicly fostered ideological relationships with world leaders to advance personal politics and businesses."

-- 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/06/elon-musks-big-tesla-campaign/678671/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why Some Narratives Are So Easy to Fall For

A conversation with Jerusalem Demsas about the misunderstood policy issues that deserve more nuanced analysis

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.


Who really benefits from remote work? Is it true that politicians have to be anti-immigration to win elections? Each episode of Good on Paper, the new podcast hosted by my colleague Jerusalem Demsas, delves into a misunderstood policy issue that deserves more nuanced analysis. I spoke with Jerusalem about how some narratives get lodged in the public's mind and the dangers of stories that feel true but aren't.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Trump is not America's Le Pen--he's worse.
 	Israel's wartime government just collapsed. Does it matter?
 	What America owes the planet




A Way to Simplify

Stephanie Bai: Why do you think certain narratives can become so entrenched, even if the facts don't support them? And why are other narratives more likely to fade?

Jerusalem Demsas: Narratives are a way of simplifying a really complicated world. Compelling ones follow story structures that we're used to seeing: a villain and a hero, a bad developer versus a mother who's struggling to get her kids through college. These kinds of narratives are compelling because there's a spark of truth in them, which is that there are power struggles in the world; there are winners and losers. Many narratives stick because they reaffirm our own opinions and views, but that can be really dangerous: Just because something feels true doesn't mean that it is.

The narratives that don't stick are usually the ones that are more complicated. There isn't always a clear-cut good guy and bad guy. Often we're just existing in systems where a bunch of people act in their own self-interest; some of them are trying to do good, but people have different conceptions of what good is. Trying to describe a world full of that kind of complexity is not as satisfying.

Stephanie: In your recent story about maternal mortality, you talk about the doom-and-gloom framing that activists can use to spotlight issues. What are some of the counterproductive consequences of that approach that people might not expect?

Jerusalem: There's this perception, which can be right in the short term, that if you say, "A bridge is going to collapse," it's going to get more attention than a report that says there are some structural deficiencies in America's infrastructure.

But in the longer term, that first framing really erodes trust between the people who are trying to get attention for their cause and the people who are trying to triage different issues. Because at the end of the day, there are finite amounts of time and resources. Policy makers have to choose which problems to prioritize, meaning that something else will lose out. So if established organizations or journalists are constantly pushing out this narrative that everything's on fire, it impedes policy makers from making any sort of ordering decisions. They might try to do everything at once or prioritize the wrong things, which can lead to chaos.

Stephanie: In your first episode, you discuss a study that found that senior women engineers at an unnamed Fortune 500 company were more productive when they worked remotely because they were spending less time on mentorship and giving feedback. But a prevailing narrative that took off during the pandemic is that women working from home are doubly burdened: They have to juggle child care and deal with the usual work responsibilities. As more research gets done on this topic, what are the next questions on your mind when it comes to how remote work affects women?

Jerusalem: When we ask, Is remote work working for women?, we're also asking, Are they fulfilled? Is it true that remote work is making it possible for them to be more flexible, go pick their kids up from school, or hang out with their friends in their free time? Also, though it's the case that mentorship is uncompensated by most employers, there's a lot of connection that more experienced workers derive from that type of work. Some people have responded to my podcast saying that they miss that aspect of their work, even though they resented not being paid for it.

I think it's really important to start from the question: What do we want work to do for people's lives? Does that differ by industry?

Stephanie: What's an idea or narrative that sounded good on paper to you but might not warrant a whole podcast episode?

Jerusalem: The idea that pass/fail classes are easy and not stressful. I took Mandarin pass/fail my senior year of college, thinking it would be a low-stakes way of learning a little bit of an important language. I ended up in the terrible middle space of devoting enough time to the class so as not to fail yet not devoting enough time to truly pick up a little Mandarin. What do I remember? Wo bu hui shuo zhongwen.

Related:

	Who really benefits from the great remote-work experiment?
 	What Americans really think about immigration




Today's News

	Hunter Biden was convicted on three felony charges related to the purchase and possession of a handgun.
 	Hamas said that it was willing to accept the UN Security Council's U.S.-backed resolution for a permanent cease-fire in Gaza as the basis for further negotiations, according to Reuters. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has neither officially accepted nor rejected the proposal.
 	The Biden administration announced a proposal that would prevent credit-reporting agencies from using medical debt to calculate credit scores.




Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic*



The Next Great American Mega-Genre

By Spencer Kornhaber

If you ask Americans about their favorite genre of music, the top pick tends to be classic rock. But if you ask them which genre is "most representative of America today," you get basically a split: 36 percent say country, while 37 percent say rap/hip-hop, according to a 2023 poll from the research firm YouGov ... These findings would seem to support various preconceptions about a red/rural America and a blue/urban America, united only in affection for "Don't Stop Believin'."
 But what if these genres needn't be all that separate? What if hip-hop and country merged into something that felt like classic rock? The idea sounds like it would be profitable for the record industry--and it might be what's happening now.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The mid-year best-of list is a travesty.
 	What's wrong with Congress (and how to fix it)
 	Graeme Wood: Is Israel guilty of perfidy?




Culture Break


Tony Gutierrez / AP



Cheer along. Team USA's historic win in the current global cricket tournament was a shot heard around the world, Joseph O'Neill writes. Now it just needs a domestic audience.

Watch. Ishana Night Shyamalan's debut film, The Watchers, finds a careful balance between the freaky and the mundane, David Sims writes.

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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Trump Is Lying to the U.S. Military

He demonstrates contempt for Americans in uniform while claiming to adore them--but wants service members to "revolt" for him at the ballot box.

by Tom Nichols




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


Donald Trump has yet again denied that he called people who gave their life in the service of their country "suckers" and "losers." But he said those things--and now he wants to goad the military into voting for him as a "revolt."

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	July/August cover story: The most American city
 	The U.S. economy reaches superstar status.
 	America's loneliness has a concrete explanation.




His Military

Donald Trump routinely attacks the institutions of American government, especially when he feels that those institutions have not served his personal interests. He has, for example, repeatedly claimed that American elections are corrupt and rigged, thus smearing the state, county, and local volunteers and officials who make American democracy a model for the world. He plans to gut the apolitical U.S. civil service and place it under his political control. And he has long harbored a special hatred--compounded by his new status as a convicted felon--for courts and the rule of law. This weekend, at a rally in Las Vegas, he continued his attacks on the Justice Department and referred to Special Counsel Jack Smith as "deranged" and a "dumb son of a bitch."

Give the 45th president credit for being candid about his scorn for most of America's institutions. He looks down upon the members of the United States armed forces as well, but where the military is concerned, Trump engages in a monumental hypocrisy: He has repeatedly expressed disdain and even disgust for Americans in the military while claiming to adore them. In Las Vegas, Trump said yet again that no one loves the military more, or has done more for them, than him. Such constructions--"no has done more for group X; no one loves group Y more; no one understands subject Z more than I do"--are a routine part of Trump's Mad Libs approach to public speaking.

But these bursts of verbal chaff are especially meaningless in the context of Trump's well-documented contempt for the military. Think of his 2015 shot at John McCain's time as a prisoner of war ("I like people who weren't captured"), his comments floating the idea of executing former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Mark Milley, and his sneering earlier this year about Nikki Haley's husband (an Army officer who was serving in Africa at the time). As Michael Hirsh wrote in 2020 in Foreign Policy, even when Trump was at the military school where his parents effectively exiled him when he was a teenager, he showed, according to one of his fellow students, "contempt for military service, discipline, and tradition" and an "ungoverned sense of entitlement" that included, according to some students, the cardinal military sin of wearing decorations and medals he had not earned.

This weekend, he was particularly incensed (read: humiliated) by the resurfacing of Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg's reporting about Trump referring to dead American soldiers as "losers" and "suckers." Goldberg's article gained renewed attention during coverage of President Joe Biden's D-Day speeches in Europe, when some media outlets pointed out the obvious differences between the two presidents, noting Trump's unwillingness in 2018 to visit an American military cemetery in France. At the Vegas rally, Trump fumed (as he has for years) at The Atlantic's reporting on his vulgar disrespect for the fallen, calling it "a made-up deal from a magazine that's failing, financial disaster." He also referred to Goldberg as "a horrible, radical-left lunatic."

(These are, of course, standard Trump insults, but for the record, The Atlantic is profitable, and although I have not formally interviewed our editor on his political views, I suspect most readers of his work would not place him on the "radical left.")

"Now, think of it," Trump continued, referring to his own comments disparaging the U.S. military. "Unless you're a psycho or a crazy person or a very stupid person, who would say that, anyway? But who would say it to military people?"

Sometimes, a rhetorical question is a little too tempting. But let's move on.

The fact of the matter is that Trump did say some of this to a general, the retired four-star Marine John Kelly, who served as his secretary of Homeland Security and later as his White House chief of staff. In 2017, Trump, according to Goldberg's reporting, was standing with Kelly in Arlington National Cemetery at the grave of Kelly's son, a Marine killed in Afghanistan. "I don't get it," the new president said, standing among the headstones. "What was in it for them?" A year and a half later, Trump went to Europe, where he referred to an American military cemetery as "filled with losers." On the same trip, he said that the more than 1,800 Marines who lost their lives at Belleau Wood in World War I were "suckers" for getting killed.

Since Goldberg's initial scoop, Kelly has confirmed all of this on the record (and others have affirmed that they heard similar comments as well). But Trump's disgraces don't end with his insults to the dead and their families: Kelly also confirmed The Atlantic's reporting that Trump didn't want to be seen at a military parade with wounded veterans, including amputees. Goldberg reported, in a separate article, that Trump objected to appearing at an event that featured a singing performance by a wounded warrior, Captain Luis Avila. "Why do you bring people like that here?" Trump said to Milley. "No one wants to see that, the wounded." He then told Milley never to let Avila appear in public again. (When Milley retired, he invited Avila to sing at his farewell ceremony.) The writers Peter Baker and Susan Glasser, in their 2022 book, The Divider, relate a similar story: After seeing a Bastille Day parade in France in 2017, Trump told Kelly he wanted to stage a similar military parade, but without any wounded veterans. "I don't want them," Trump said. "It doesn't look good for me."

Trump followed his angry denials in Las Vegas with some burbling about Russia and Ukraine and hoaxes, and then added a direct appeal to U.S. servicepeople: "I hope the military revolts at the voting booth and just says, 'We're not gonna take it.'"

The political neutrality of America's armed forces has been a sacred principle of civil-military relations in the United States since George Washington first took command of the embryonic Continental Army in 1775. (For years, many active-duty military officers, including Generals Dwight Eisenhower and George C. Marshall, have refused as a matter of principle even to vote.) And although politicians have often made promises to military families--better pay, living standards, equipment--none has asked for an electoral "revolt."

When most Americans refer to "the military," they mean the fellow citizens who have chosen to serve the nation. Trump wants to use "the military" to mean a coherent and tightly bound interest group of armed people that sees itself as distinct from American society and loyal, above all else, to Donald Trump. (Think of some of the late-20th-century Latin American militaries or the uniformed commissars of the former Soviet Union.)

Trump distrusts the senior officer corps even more deeply after the January 6 insurrection. As I wrote last winter, he felt that they thwarted his efforts to stay in power. He wants a "revolt" from his military that will empower him, as the 47th president, to purge the other military--the one loyal to the Constitution. Despite all of his hypocrisy about the U.S. armed forces, Trump is being up front about at least one thing: If he returns to the Oval Office, he intends to treat the men and women of the American military not as citizen-soldiers of a democracy but as an armed constituency that exists to serve only one man and his personal whims.

Related:

	A military loyal to Trump
 	Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers."




Today's News

	The UN Security Council passed a U.S.-backed resolution that proposes a three-stage plan for a permanent cease-fire in Gaza. Israel and Hamas have not officially accepted the deal.
 	Far-right parties made significant gains in recent European Union parliamentary elections in France, Germany, and Italy. In response, French President Emmanuel Macron dissolved the country's National Assembly and called for snap national elections yesterday.
 	Benny Gantz, a prominent centrist Israeli politician, resigned from Israel's war cabinet yesterday, citing concerns over Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's lack of planning for Gaza's future after the war ends.




Dispatches

	Notes From the Editor in Chief: Returning the planet to some sort of climate equilibrium is a universal interest, Jeffrey Goldberg writes in an editor's note about the July/August cover story.
 	The Wonder Reader: Preparing for death can be a way to take inventory of a life well lived. Isabel Fattal compiles advice from writers on how to decide what to leave behind.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Tyler Comrie



The Father-Son Talk I Never Expected to Have

By Garth Risk Hallberg

Maybe the reason I undertook fatherhood so blithely, so blindly, is that if I'd paused for even a second to consider the range of outcomes for my children-to-be, the fear would have stopped me cold. Not just fear of their freedom, though that alone is terrifying, but also something like its opposite: fear that they wouldn't be free enough. Fear that because of bad genes or bad influence or some combination thereof they'd inherit the troubles--depression, addiction--I've barely succeeded in writing out of this story so far. The troubles that, at 28, 29, I still believed I could write out of my life.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Biden saw what was wrong with Democrats' immigration policy.
 	Why Russia is happy at war
 	The far right's new "badge of honor"
 	Once a convict
 	Why California is swinging right on crime
 	Cruise ships aren't ready for instant tsunamis.




Culture Break


Carl Godfrey for The Atlantic



Read. These six short-story collections are rewarding reads for when you have only half an hour.

Listen. The latest episode of How to Know What's Real examines how games can help us safely explore our current reality and shape new realities.

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 Rare Take on Young Love

Culture and entertainment musts from Rina Li

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 Rina Li, a copy editor who works on this newsletter.

Rina has wide-ranging cultural tastes. She calls Laurie Colwin's The Lone Pilgrim "a revelation"; Chris Whitley's "Dust Radio" a "sweat-soaked, apocalyptic track"; and the television series Mr. & Mrs. Smith a "sharp and honest" meditation on marriage. Then there's Steven Millhauser, a writer whom Rina recently came across: "My goodness. Why don't people talk about him more?"

But first, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The most consequential TV show in history
 	What Europe fears
 	Does med school have a DEI problem?




The Culture Survey: Rina Li

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: I feel about Chris Whitley the way some people feel about Princess Diana; taken by lung cancer at age 45, he left behind more than a dozen strange, beautiful albums, each with something fresh and vital to say about the blues. His 1991 debut, Living With the Law, hit me like a train the first time I encountered it, and it still does, 10 years and 1,000 listens later. It's easy to get swept up by the sheer gorgeousness of "Big Sky Country," but don't sleep on "Dust Radio," a sweat-soaked, apocalyptic track that starts off spare and opens up into something seismic.

Charles Mingus's "Haitian Fight Song" is a battle cry--a triumphant, blood-hot love song to liberation movements and oppressed people everywhere. (Sidenote: It is also, inconceivably, the song that plays diegetically in Jerry Maguire as Tom Cruise's and Renee Zellweger's characters prepare to spend their first night together, and there's an entire essay to be written on how this composition--about the most successful slave revolt in history--serves as the backdrop to two young white people falling in love. "What is this music?" he asks her in bed at one point. They crack up.)

Something I recently rewatched: A second Cameron Crowe film has hit this Daily! I rewatched Say Anything a few weeks ago and liked it even more than I did the first time around. It's the rare depiction of young love as serious and courtly, with Lloyd Dobler (played by John Cusack) more Arthurian knight than '80s-rom-com heartthrob. "One question," he says to the aptly named Diane Court (Ione Skye) when she begs him to take her back. "Are you here 'cause you need someone or 'cause you need me?" A second later: "Forget it, I don't care."

An author I will read anything by: Laurie Colwin. People describe her as someone who writes about happy people, but that's not quite right; she often writes about unhappiness, yet with a touch so light and witty that you don't realize at first what a feat it is. Her short-story collection The Lone Pilgrim was a revelation to me in college: She was the one who showed me that art need not be punishing, that things such as cookery, domestic life, interesting gossip, dinner parties, babies, nice pieces of furniture--the things that make life lovely, in other words--can and should be written about with care. I go back again and again to "A Girl Skating," a marvel of a story that reads like a breath held. [Related: Eight cookbooks worth reading cover to cover]

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: Prime Video's Mr. & Mrs. Smith is as sharp and honest a meditation on marriage as anything I've watched recently. The argument between John (Donald Glover) and Jane (Maya Erskine) in the sixth episode--reminiscent of a certain scene in Anatomy of a Fall--is, note for vicious note, perfect. Those destabilizing fights with your partner where you say the ugliest, most poisonous thing you can think of, where you barrel head-on toward the point of no return--it put me right there. That hot, sick rush of pleasure and horror, like burning down a house you built. [Related: An unconventional spy show]

The best work of fiction I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: I recently read We Others, Steven Millhauser's 2011 collection of new and selected stories, and my goodness. Why don't people talk about him more? Surreal, uneasy tales of Borgesian fantasia and disturbed suburbia anchored by cool, clean prose, not one word out of place. He's a true writer's writer, and a reader's writer too.

Reading nonfiction, for me, tends to feel like an act of virtue on par with choking down quinoa. That being said, I'm very glad to be making my way through Michael Parenti's Blackshirts & Reds, a slim, eye-opening volume that lays bare the symbiotic relationship between capitalism and fascism.

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love, and something I loved but now dislike: I fell hard for Marilyn Hacker's poem "Nearly a Valediction" when I was a teenager, but I hadn't yet lived with someone "through the downpulled winter days' routine / wakings and sleepings, half-and-half caffeine- / assisted mornings, laundry, stock-pots, dust- / balls in the hallway, lists instead of longing, trust / that what comes next comes after what came first." I have now, and I also know, as I couldn't have then, what it is to say: Goodbye. I remember you.

As for something I loved but now dislike: lip gloss.

A poem that I return to: "Alone," by Jack Gilbert.



The Week Ahead

	Inside Out 2, an animated film about the new emotions that Riley, now a teenager, encounters (in theaters Friday)
 	Presumed Innocent, a legal-thriller limited series starring Jake Gyllenhaal about the fallout after a member of the Chicago prosecuting attorney's office is accused of murder (premieres Wednesday on Apple TV+)
 	Any Person Is the Only Self, an essay collection by Elisa Gabbert on art, time, the act of journaling, and more (out Tuesday)




Essay


Soumyabrata Roy / NurPhoto / Getty; Navinpeep / Getty; Ulet Ifansastil / Getty



How Much Worse Would a Bird-Flu Pandemic Be?

By Katherine J. Wu

Our most recent flu pandemic--2009's H1N1 "swine flu"--was, in absolute terms, a public-health crisis. By scientists' best estimates, roughly 200,000 to 300,000 people around the world died; countless more fell sick. Kids, younger adults, and pregnant people were hit especially hard.
 That said, it could have been far worse. Of the known flu pandemics, 2009's took the fewest lives; during the H1N1 pandemic that preceded it, which began in 1918, a flu virus infected an estimated 500 million people worldwide, at least 50 million of whom died. Even some recent seasonal flus have killed more people than swine flu did. With swine flu, "we got lucky," Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University, told me. H5N1 avian flu, which has been transmitting wildly among animals, has not yet spread in earnest among humans. Should that change, though, the world's next flu pandemic might not afford us the same break.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Nine books about aging, growing, and changing
 	What the Challenger disaster proved
 	This show understands the absurdity of modern existence.
 	When the culture wars came for the theater
 	Stop trying to understand Kafka.




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	David Frum: The failing state next door
 	What Trump's total GOP control means next
 	Lara Trump failed the Hogan test.




Photo Album


Veteran Donald Jones returns to Sword Beach, in Normandy, France, where he landed on D-Day. (Jordan Pettitt / Getty)



June 6 marked the 80th anniversary of D-Day, a costly invasion that turned the tide of World War II. These images show veterans, families, dignitaries, and visitors who gathered at former battlefields and cemeteries to commemorate the Allied landings on the beaches of Normandy.



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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How to Decide What to Leave Behind

Preparing for death can be a way to take inventory of a life well lived.

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 pop culture, questions of inheritance take on dramatic, often nasty proportions. Watching Succession, you'd be forgiven for thinking that in all wealthy families, the specter of death elicits insults, infighting, and betrayal. For some families--even those without the wealth that the Roys are arguing over--that may well be true. But for others, deciding what to leave behind is a way to take inventory of a life well lived. It can also be an opportunity to codify our connections with the ones we love, whether or not they fall under the traditional definition of family.



What to Leave Behind

How Much Inheritance Is Too Much?

By Joe Pinsker

Some wealthy parents are concerned that after a certain point, money passed down will be damaging to the next generation.

Read the article.

The Problem With Wills

By Michael Waters

A striking proportion of Americans doesn't have one. Nontraditional families are left uniquely vulnerable.

Read the article.

Lessons From Succession for Non-billionaire Families

By Chris Ip

For one business professor, the show is a cautionary tale.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	"Why I hope to die at 75": In 2015, Ezekiel Emanuel argued that society and families--and you--will be better off if nature takes its course swiftly and promptly.
 	A neuroscientist prepares for death: "Lessons my terminal cancer has taught me about my mind"




Other Diversions

	Animal behavior's biggest taboo is softening.
 	You're not perfect. And that's great news.
 	Against the travel neck pillow (from 2017)




P.S.


Courtesy of Maia F.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Maia F.,  age 71, writes: "I had just moved into my condo in Rhinebeck, New York, three days before I took this photo. I had been hunkered down and in feverish unpacking mode in the midst of a ferocious thunderstorm. The storm finally cleared and I couldn't believe my eyes when I looked up and this was going on right outside my new home. It felt like a "welcome home" sign, my calm after the storm."

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 Straw Wars

The small, hollow object has had a complicated life.

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.


For something so small and hollow, the drinking straw has become quite a potent symbol over the years.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	How much worse would a bird-flu pandemic be?
 	Ruth Bader Biden
 	Confessions of an Ozempic-taker
 	This is what it looks like when AI eats the world.




"Soaking Up the Era"

In the first few pages of Nicholson Baker's 1988 novel, The Mezzanine, the narrator recounts a vexing plastic-straw encounter. "I stared in disbelief the first time a straw rose up from my can of soda and hung out over the table," making it impossible to eat pizza, read a book, and drink soda at the same time, he recalls. This problem has plagued him, he says, since "all the major straw vendors switched from paper to plastic straws."

My most immediate question upon reading this passage recently was: What? Vendors moved from paper straws to plastic ones in the second half of the 20th century? I had always assumed--to the extent that I'd given the matter any thought--that paper straws were a newer product, made popular in response to bans on plastic straws in the 2010s. I had a lot to learn.

Over the years, it turns out, straws made of various materials have served as potent symbols, and accelerators, of cultural change in America. As Alexis Madrigal argued in The Atlantic in 2018, "The straw has always been dragged along by the currents of history, soaking up the era, shaping not its direction, but its texture." Madrigal explains that early drinking straws in 19th-century America were literal pieces of straw, rye stalks that people used to suck up liquid. Soon, versions of straws made of glass, and then paper, were developed. When industrialization spread in the late-19th and early-20th centuries, he writes, paper straws became important public-health tools that prevented workers in crowded factories from putting their lips on the same cups.

Around that time, soda fountains were flourishing as a space for young ladies in cities to go out and socialize without frequenting saloons--and to drink soft drinks through straws. In later decades, the rise of the malted milkshake and the spread of fast-food chains led to the wide proliferation of the straw and innovation in its materials. By the 1970s and '80s, as so much in America was becoming plastic, the plastic straw had become ubiquitous.

This all brings us to 2017, when the environmentalist campaign to #stopsucking was launched. The plastic straw quickly became an object lesson in how environmental activism can gain traction--and, in the eyes of some critics, fall short. In the late 2010s, businesses' and municipalities' efforts to ban plastic straws quickly met backlash from conservatives (who held up the bans as evidence of liberal overreach) and from disability advocates (who noted that straws are crucial tools for many people). But major corporations and several states did move to limit plastic-straw usage, which raised awareness about the dangers of plastic. Straws also became an unlikely avatar of debates over the role that consumers' personal choices should--or shouldn't--play in tackling the climate crisis. Some argued that a focus on straws draws attention away from more effective tools for mitigating the damage of climate change, and from the corporations responsible for the bulk of pollution.

Now many environmental activists are looking toward more ambitious climate targets, such as banning all single-use plastic products. And at the establishments I frequent in New York, I'm witnessing a sort of straw detente: Some have signs offering a plastic straw if you ask for it; some give out sippy-cup lids; others opt for brown, opaque straw varieties (many are made of sugarcane or questionably compostable bioplastics) or paper straws. The global paper-straw sector is now, by some estimates, worth billions of dollars. But, this being the straw, things are still not simple. In addition to their tendency to become mushy while someone is midway through a cocktail, and their inability to successfully puncture a lid, many paper straws are not actually compostable or recyclable; they can also contain more "forever chemicals" than their plastic counterparts do, according to a study published last year (one of the researchers noted that consumers should not panic about individual risk).

The straw has faced criticism both profound and absurd over the course of its life: Some TikTok users are apparently concerned about straw-sucking-induced wrinkle lines. But to me, the most deliciously overdramatic straw complaint--one that stuck out to Madrigal too--comes from Baker's soda-drinking narrator: "How could the straw engineers have made so elementary a mistake, designing a straw that weighed less than the sugar-water in which it was intended to stand," he sputters. "Madness!"

Related: 

	Disposable America (From 2018)
 	The case against paper straws




Today's News

	House Speaker Mike Johnson appointed pro-Trump Representatives Scott Perry and Ronny Jackson yesterday to the House Intelligence Committee, which handles classified information and oversees intelligence agencies. According to the January 6 House committee, Perry played a role in efforts to overturn the 2020 presidential-election results.
 	Eight of the nine Supreme Court justices' 2023 financial disclosures have been released. Justice Samuel Alito received an extension to file his report.
 	The prosecution rested its case in Hunter Biden's criminal trial in Delaware. The defense called his daughter to the stand, and she testified about his rehabilitation efforts.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Adam Higginbotham's new book on the Challenger disaster adds depth to a well-known story, Emma Sarappo writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: Experts were worried about an AI misinformation crisis during India's recent national election, but that didn't exactly happen, Saahil Desai writes. Instead, the election showed a stranger possible future for AI's use in politics.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



How Can You Part With the Embryo That Could Have Been Your Child?

By Melissa Jeltsen

One of the first documents patients sign when starting in vitro fertilization asks them to consider the very end of their treatment: What would they like to do with extra embryos, if they have any? The options generally include disposing of them, donating them to science, giving them to another patient, or keeping them in storage, for a cost.
 The idea that one might end up with surplus embryos can seem like a distant wish for those just beginning IVF ... But with advances in reproductive technology, many patients end up with extra embryos after this process is over. Deciding what to do with the leftovers can be surprisingly emotional and morally thorny; even those who are not religious or who support reproductive autonomy might still feel a sense of responsibility for their embryos.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Josh Barro: New York's governor is inept.
 	If only people actually believed these Trump-as-Jesus memes.




Culture Break


Mary Evans / Warner Bros / Everett



Watch. These 23 movies, compiled in 2022 by our critic, are undeniable crowd-pleasers that were underappreciated by the Academy.

Read. The Playbook, James Shapiro's new book, sees the reactionary response to a New Deal-era arts initiative as a precursor to today's culture wars.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

The battle over plastic straws was fueled in part by a surprising figure: a then-9-year-old boy who estimated that Americans used some 500 million straws a day. As The New York Times reported in 2018, "The number this fourth grader came up with in 2011, as part of a personal environmental conservation campaign, has proved surprisingly durable, working its way to the heart of the debate over plastic straws."

-- 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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The Deepfake Crisis That Didn't Happen

India's election is an eye-opening lesson for the U.S. and other countries.

by Saahil Desai




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


Presidential elections in the United States are prolonged, chaotic, and torturous. (Please, not another election needle ...) But they don't come close to rivaling what happens in India. The country's latest national election--which wrapped up this week with the reelection of Prime Minister Narendra Modi--was a logistical nightmare, as it always is. To set up polling booths in even the most rural of areas, Indian election officials hiked mountains, crossed rivers, and huddled into helicopters (or sometimes all three). More than 600 million voters cast ballots over the course of six weeks.

To add to the chaos, this year voters were deluged with synthetic media. As Nilesh Christopher reported this week, "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 while experts in India had fretted about an AI misinformation crisis made possible by cheap, easy-to-use AI tools, that didn't exactly materialize. Lots of deepfakes were easily debunked, if they were convincing at all. "You might need only one truly believable deepfake to stir up violence or defame a political rival," Christopher notes, "but ostensibly, none of the ones in India has seemed to have had that effect."

Instead, generative AI has become just another tool for politicians to get out their messages, largely through personalized robocalls and social-media memes. In other words, politicians deepfaked themselves. The point isn't necessarily to deceive: Modi retweeted an obviously AI-generated clip of himself dancing to a Bollywood song. It's an eye-opening lesson for the U.S. and other countries barreling toward elections of their own. For all the concern about reality-warping deepfakes, Christopher writes, "India foreshadows a different, stranger future."

-- Saahil Desai, supervisory senior associate editor 




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.



What to Read Next

	ElevenLabs is building an army of voice clones. Last month, my colleague Charlie Warzel profiled an AI-audio company that has been implicated in deepfakes. "I tested the tool to see how convincingly it could replicate my voice saying outrageous things," he writes. "Soon, I had high-quality audio of my voice clone urging people not to vote, blaming 'the globalists' for COVID, and confessing to all kinds of journalistic malpractice. It was enough to make me check with my bank to make sure any potential voice-authentication features were disabled."




P.S.

If you need another sign of how targeted ads are coming for everything, behold: "Costco is building out an ad business using its shoppers' data." The wholesale giant will soon personalize ads based on its customers' shopping habits--joining Venmo, Uber, Marriott, and a slew of other companies. "What isn't an ad these days?" Kate Lindsay wrote in The Atlantic earlier this year.

-- Saahil
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The Long View of the Challenger Disaster

Adam Higginbotham's new book on the tragedy manages to add depth to a well-known story.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. 

There were moments in Adam Higginbotham's new book Challenger that made me gasp and flip to the endnotes. I wasn't looking to find the story's denouement--I already knew what happened on the morning of January 28, 1986: The space shuttle Challenger broke apart just over a minute into its voyage, killing all seven astronauts aboard. But Higginbotham had so fully reconstructed the events, including the inner thoughts of people who died nearly 40 years ago, that while writing about the book, I just needed to answer the question: How could he possibly know that? How could he relay what was happening in NASA's disparate hubs in Texas, Alabama, and Florida? And how could a project like this one, published 38 years after the catastrophe, add new insights to what already exists?

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Nine books about aging, growing, and changing
 	Confessions of an Ozempic-taker
 	When the culture wars came for the theater
 	Stop trying to understand Kafka.


The immediate answers lie mostly in the end matter. There, Higginbotham reveals that he relied on extensive interviews with surviving family of the Challenger crew, in addition to supporting material from engineers, contractors, and astronauts. He mentions four years of trawling through archives and oral histories, submitting FOIA requests, sending emails, and talking with people; the notes in the finished book are 63 pages long, in tiny script, and followed by a robust bibliography. Higginbotham had ample material to pull from--many diagrams, reports, and testimonies exist because the disaster was covered extensively from nearly the second the shuttle disappeared in a ball of orange flame and white vapor. What he adds is depth made possible by time.

The author himself notes that much of the available writing about Challenger is extremely technical, and that his aim was to tell a human story. His descriptions of the astronauts, their families, their feelings, and their grumbles, quirks, and beliefs, made me think at times of the work of the writer Alex Kotlowitz, whose books--such as his lauded exploration of life in Chicago's Henry Horner Homes, There Are No Children Here--recount the minute-by-minute thoughts and feelings of their subjects. I took a class with Kotlowitz on narrative nonfiction when I was an undergrad, and learned that the kinds of minute details that make a story come alive are unlocked over time--time spent with your subjects, asking them questions, getting to know them, turning broad sketches of personality into fully realized people. And the experience of reading Challenger made me think of other nonfiction that baffled me with faithfully reconstructed detail--Katherine Boo's Behind the Beautiful Forevers, Anne Fadiman's The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down, David Quammen's The Song of the Dodo.

But Challenger also highlights something else that's valuable: the benefit of the long view. Higginbotham's book simply couldn't have existed years ago. Perhaps the sources would have been less amenable to talking; the other books he read to inform his work hadn't yet been written. His structure--beginning with one of NASA's first fatal disasters, the Apollo 1 fire, and ending with the most recent deaths of NASA astronauts, aboard the Space Shuttle Columbia in 2003--wouldn't have been possible. And the Columbia accident is a morbid but perfect coda to the book, highlighting just how many lessons the agency failed to learn from its earlier catastrophe. 

The tragedy recounted in this book remains as potent as it was in 1986. The number of chances there were to save lives might even make it more painful to revisit. But for a writer, time adds understanding, and it adds weight. Challenger is not forgotten, and neither are its passengers, especially the high-school teacher Christa McAuliffe. But its lessons about resisting pressure and complacency, and about technological progress's reliance on the human beings running the tech, are especially important in a world of fascinating, hazardous innovation.






What the Challenger Disaster Proved

By Emma Sarappo

We take the workings of wide, complicated technological systems on faith. But they depend on people--and, sometimes, people fail.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Flying Blind, by Peter Robison

In 2018 and 2019, 346 people died in two crashes of malfunctioning Boeing 737 MAX 8 planes. Robison's investigation into the tragedies asks: How did one of the most respected engineering companies in America produce such fatally flawed aircraft? This account covers the long arc of Boeing's history and places the blame squarely on the corporate culture that arose after a merger in the late 1990s, which focused on enriching shareholders at the expense of careful engineering. Over the 737 MAX 8's development, cost-cutting fixes piled up with agonizing implications: Not only had Boeing's employees created software that resulted in control being wrested from pilots because of a frequently faulty instrument's signals; they also deleted relevant parts of the plane's flight manual, and maintained that expensive flight-simulator training wasn't necessary for the new aircraft. What makes the account riveting, though--and blood-boiling--is Robison's attention to the stories of the victims and their grieving families. Reading them, one ends up emotionally invested in the workings of commercial aviation, and freshly aware of the great complexity and responsibility underlying an industry that so many of us depend on to work, travel, and see distant loved ones.  -- Chelsea Leu

From our list: Eight books that explain how the world works





Out Next Week

? Any Person Is the Only Self, by Elisa Gabbert

? The Great River, by Boyce Upholt


? Hip-Hop Is History, by Questlove with Ben Greenman




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Animal Behavior's Biggest Taboo Is Softening

By Katherine J. Wu

"The pressure to avoid anthropomorphism at all costs has lessened," [Joshua] 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.

Read the full article.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Bad Week for Backers of the Big Lie

Two influential purveyors of Donald Trump's web of lies recently faced trouble.

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.


This week, two influential spreaders of Donald Trump's Big Lie faced trouble. These aren't the first glitches in the conspiracy-theory universe.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The cars always win.
 	What Trump's total GOP control means next
 	Does med school have a DEI problem?




A Notable Climbdown

It's been a very bad week for two of the most prominent purveyors of Donald Trump's webs of lies about the 2020 presidential election. Last Friday, Salem Media Group announced that it had removed the fabulist film 2,000 Mules from its platform and said it would no longer distribute either the movie or an accompanying book by the right-wing activist and Trump-pardoned felon Dinesh D'Souza. It also issued an apology to Mark Andrews, a Georgia man whom the film had falsely depicted participating in a conspiracy to rig the 2020 election by using so-called mules to stuff ballot drop boxes. After being cleared of any wrongdoing by the Georgia Bureau of Investigation, Andrews filed a defamation lawsuit in 2022 against D'Souza, Salem, and two individuals associated with a group whose analysis heavily influenced the film.

While perhaps not as dramatic as Fox News's $787 million settlement last year with Dominion Voting Systems for lying about the election, Salem's climbdown is worth paying attention to. Salem is one of the most influential right-wing media companies in the United States, and in many ways, 2,000 Mules was the movie version of Trump's election lies. The film was utterly bogus--a mixture of conjecture and falsehoods that were easily discredited by fact-checkers. But it played a major role in shaping Republican skepticism about the election.

Trump himself embraced 2,000 Mules, calling it "the greatest and most impactful documentary of our time." When the movie debuted, Trump hosted a screening at Mar-a-Lago featuring such MAGA stars as Rudy Giuliani, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, and the MyPillow guy, Mike Lindell. The film became a frequent talking point for Trump allies who alleged that the 2020 presidential election had been stolen. And it found some level of mainstream appeal: Salem announced that more than 1 million people watched the movie in the first two weeks after it was released in May 2022, grossing more than $10 million. Now the producer's public apology has made clear that the film was based on misleading data and false claims.

The second recent development involved The Epoch Times, a media outlet founded in 2000 by an Atlanta-based practitioner of the Chinese Falun Gong movement. You can be forgiven if you are only dimly aware of the publication, which is distributed free to households around the world (including mine). But like Salem Media, it plays an important role in the media ecosystem that boosts Trump and spreads conspiracy theories, including disinformation about the 2020 election.

In 2019, NBC reported that The Epoch Times had spent more money on pro-Trump Facebook advertisements than any group other than the Trump campaign itself. The publication also became a vector of disinformation, the NBC investigation found; its news sites and YouTube channels were used to popularize conspiracy theories including QAnon and anti-vaccination propaganda.

In the aftermath of the 2020 election, Simon van Zuylen-Wood reported in The Atlantic in 2021, The Epoch Times "used every opportunity to call Biden's victory into doubt" and "eagerly publicized" Trump's remarks preceding the January 6 insurrection. And all that time, the paper continued to grow. By 2023, The Epoch Times claimed that it had the fourth-largest subscriber base of any newspaper in the country--and it had apparently boosted its revenue by 685 percent from 2019 to 2021.

It sounded too good to be true, maybe because it was. Earlier this week, Weidong "Bill" Guan, the chief financial officer of the company, was arrested and charged with involvement in a multiyear, $67 million money-laundering scheme. Federal prosecutors from the Southern District of New York charged that a team at The Epoch Times called "Make Money Online" used cryptocurrency to "knowingly purchase tens of millions of dollars in crime proceeds." That allegedly included taking fraudulently obtained unemployment-insurance benefits and loading the money onto prepaid debit cards. Guan has pleaded not guilty, but has been suspended by The Epoch Times, which says that it is cooperating with the investigation.

The setbacks for Salem and The Epoch Times are just the latest glitches in the alternative-reality universe. Fox News still faces a lawsuit from Smartmatic over the network's election lies; Rudy Giuliani was hit last year with a massive judgment for his lies about the Georgia election workers Ruby Freeman and Shaye Moss, and his radio show was canceled by WABC; the families of the victims of the Sandy Hook massacre are asking a bankruptcy court to liquidate the right-wing conspiracist Alex Jones's media platform, Free Speech Systems, after winning $1.5 billion in damages for defamation; and Trump himself is facing an $83 million judgment for defaming E. Jean Carroll--whom he was found liable for sexually assaulting.

Far-right (and far-left) digital-media outlets are also seeing a massive decline in readership compared with 2020, as Paul Farhi noted in The Atlantic in April. But even if some of the largest MAGA-world platforms collapse, Farhi wrote, "there are now alternatives to the alternatives." Since 2016, "the marketplace has expanded and fragmented ... splintering the audience seeking conservative or even extremist perspectives among podcasts, YouTube videos, Substack newsletters, and boutique platforms." Misinformation--and its wide, eager audience--is not going anywhere. It remains up to Americans to distinguish between truth and lies, and to decide whether to hold Trump to account for his own lies in November.

Related:

	Right-wing media are in trouble.
 	MAGA-land's favorite newspaper




Today's News

	A federal judge ordered Steve Bannon, a former Trump adviser, to report to prison by July 1 to serve his four-month sentence. Bannon was convicted of contempt of Congress in 2022 after he defied a subpoena from the House's January 6 committee.
 	In an interview with ABC News, President Joe Biden said that he wouldn't pardon his son Hunter, who is on trial for three gun-related charges.
 	An Israeli strike, which reportedly used a U.S.-made bomb, killed dozens of people in a UN school complex in central Gaza. The Israeli military said that the attack targeted and killed some Hamas militants in the school complex; the Gaza Health Ministry said that at least 23 casualties were women and children, who were sheltering there.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: In 1989, CNN had taken off, more Americans had cable than ever, and Neil Postman was worried. In the Information Age, "he sensed that Americans had lost faith in their nation's story," Will Gordon writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Robert Capa / Magnum



On D-Day, the U.S. Conquered the British Empire

By Michel Paradis

For most Americans, D-Day remains the most famous battle of World War II. It was not the end of the war against Nazism. At most, it was the beginning of the end. Yet it continues to resonate 80 years later, and not just because it led to Hitler's defeat. It also signaled the collapse of the European empires and the birth of an American superpower that promised to dedicate its foreign policy to decolonization, democracy, and human rights, rather than its own imperial prestige.
 It is easy to forget what a radical break this was ... Only the British empire was expected to survive as the standard-bearer of imperialism, alongside two very different superpower peers: the Soviet Union and the United States. Within weeks of D-Day, however, the British found themselves suddenly and irrevocably overruled by their former colony.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Canada's extremist attack on free speech
 	Animal behavior's biggest taboo is softening.
 	China is losing the chip war.
 	Arthur C. Brooks: "You're not perfect--and that's a good thing."
 	Radio Atlantic: How do you solve a problem like homelessness?




Culture Break


Illustration by Gabriela Pesqueira



Interpret. Stop trying to understand Franz Kafka's works, Judith Shulevitz writes. His parables aren't supposed to make sense.

Read. "The Ghost of Johnnie Taylor Reflects," a poem 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."

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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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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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 disassembles 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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        Scenes from China's 2024 Dragon Boat Festival (16 photos)
        In recent days, people in cities and villages across China have been celebrating the Dragon Boat Festival. Locals and tourists gather to watch dragon-boat races, enjoy traditional food, and pray for good luck during this annual summer folk festival. Gathered below are recent images from festivals in Foshan, Nanjing, Fuzhou, Beijing, and more.

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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        Photos of the Week: Baby Jumping, Rain Vortex, Rickshaw Nap (35 photos)
        Two rocket launches from the southern United States, flooding rivers in southwestern Germany, commemorations on the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings in France, a scene from the French Open tennis tournament in Paris, continued Israeli attacks in Gaza, large-scale calligraphy as artwork in Iraq, a solar-thermal power-generation plant in China, and much more

This photo essay originally misidentified the San Diego Padres pitcher Wandy Peralta.

To receive an email notification every time new ...

      

      
        Photos: Commemorating the 80th Anniversary of the D-Day Landings (28 photos)
        For the past week, sites in the United Kingdom and France have been hosting a number of events leading up to today, the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings of June 6, 1944. Veterans, families, dignitaries, and visitors have gathered at former battlefields and cemeteries to commemorate the Allied landings on the beaches of Normandy, which turned the tide in World War II and led to the liberation of occupied France and the defeat of Nazi Germany. Gathered here are images of some of these events,...
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            In recent days, people in cities and villages across China have been celebrating the Dragon Boat Festival. Locals and tourists gather to watch dragon-boat races, enjoy traditional food, and pray for good luck during this annual summer folk festival. Gathered below are recent images from festivals in Foshan, Nanjing, Fuzhou, Beijing, and more.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd looks on while people ride and row in a long, thin boat decorated with a dragon's head on its bow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in a nighttime dragon-boat river cruise during the Dragon Boat Festival in Foshan, China, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A couple of dozen people row vigorously, propelling a long boat forward in a canal during a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals take part in a dragon-boat race in a narrow canal in Foshan on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Six long dragon boats begin a race on a lake, with a city skyline in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dragon-boat riders compete on Xuanwu Lake in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: Rowers in boats at a starting line splash one another playfully with oars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors splash one another at the start of the annual dragon-boat race in Hong Kong on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Two adults and two children ride on the front of a neon-lit dragon boat at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride on a dragon-boat cruise in Foshan on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: Rowers in at least eight long dragon boats paddle at the start of a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle during the annual dragon-boat race in Hong Kong on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of more than a dozen dragon boats in a twisting river surrounded by houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of participants preparing for a dragon-boat race in Fuzhou, in China's Fujian province, on June 8, 2024
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                [image: Dragon boats decorated in many flags pass by in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Decorated dragon boats pass in a parade in the Xixi National Wetland river in the West Lake district of Hangzhou, in China's Zhejiang province, on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: People line the walkways of a swooping road bridge, watching a small dragon boat pass by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch as competitors in a dragon boat take part in a race in Beijing on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: People paddle in a small dragon boat the rides low in the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants paddle in a dragon-boat race at Xixi National Wetland Park on June 10, 2024, in Hangzhou.
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                [image: People in two small boats splash each other using buckets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists splash one another to celebrate the Dragon Boat Festival in Quanzhou, Fujian province, China, on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of six dragon boats racing]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dragon-boat teams compete at Dongjiangwan Aquatic Sports Center in Zixing city, in China's Hunan province, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of crowds of people lining a river in a city, where many dragon boats prepare for races]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators gather as dragon boats line up on a river during the Dragon Boat Festival in Guangzhou on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of spectators sits along the edge of a canal, watching as a very long dragon boat passes by, being rowed by more than a dozen people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals take part in dragon-boat races in a narrow canal in Foshan on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Several dragon boats pass each other in a narrow canal, with adults and children playfully riding and splashing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride on several passing dragon boats during part of Foshan's Dragon Boat Festival on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of people in a dragon boat paddling hard during a race]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle hard during a dragon-boat race in Foshan on June 10, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/06/photos-china-dragon-boat-festival-2024/678653/



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos of the Week: Baby Jumping, Rain Vortex, Rickshaw Nap

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 7, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Two rocket launches from the southern United States, flooding rivers in southwestern Germany, commemorations on the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings in France, a scene from the French Open tennis tournament in Paris, continued Israeli attacks in Gaza, large-scale calligraphy as artwork in Iraq, a solar-thermal power-generation plant in China, and much more


This photo essay originally misidentified the San Diego Padres pitcher Wandy Peralta.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young woman throws a milkshake at the face of a politician in a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person throws a milkshake in the face of Nigel Farage, the newly appointed leader of Britain's right-wing populist party, Reform UK, and the party's parliamentary candidate for Clacton, during his election campaign launch in Clacton-on-Sea, England, on June 4, 2024. The thrower, Victoria Thomas Bowen, was later charged with assault.
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                [image: A huge indoor waterfall falls from a circular opening in the roof of a massive atrium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Rain Vortex, the world's tallest indoor waterfall, is seen inside the Jewel Changi Airport, in Singapore, on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: Lava erupts from two volcanic cones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In an aerial view, lava flows from the Sundhnukur volcano on the Reykjanes peninsula on June 2, 2024, near Grindavik, Iceland. The eruption, located in southwestern Iceland, forced the evacuation of the nearby fishing town as well as guests at the nearby Blue Lagoon geothermal spa.
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                [image: Smoke, sparks, and flames rise over a destroyed building following an Israeli attack on Gaza.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke and flames rise over a destroyed building following Israeli attacks on the Al Bureij Camp in Deir al-Balah, Gaza, on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of mostly young Israeli men rushes toward a Palestinian man wearing a vest that says "Press" on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Israeli right-wing activists attack Palestinian freelance journalist Saif Kwasmi during the annual Jerusalem Day Flag March, in Jerusalem, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: Firefighters work with leaf blowers beside a brush fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Israeli firefighters put out flames in a field after rockets launched from southern Lebanon landed on the outskirts of Katzrin in the Israel-annexed Golan Heights on June 2, 2024.
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                [image: A person is silhouetted against the setting sun as they cool off by dumping water on their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A laborer is silhouetted against the setting sun as he cools off on a hot summer day in Jammu on June 1, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a rocket launching]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                SpaceX's Starship launches on its fourth flight test from the company's Boca Chica launchpad, designed to eventually send astronauts to the moon and beyond, near Brownsville, Texas, on June 6, 2024.
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                [image: A Pride parade on a city street, featuring a long rainbow flag]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the 28th Gay Pride Parade in Sao Paulo, Brazil, on June 2, 2024
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                [image: People walk on a zigzag raised walkway among lotus plants.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit the ecological lotus pond in the city of Huaying, in China's Sichuan province, on May 31, 2024.
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                [image: A small boat weaves between multiple rock formations that make up dozens of tiny islands in a turquoise lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of part of the landscape of the Water Yadan National Geological Park in Haixi Mongolian and Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai province, China, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: Several damaged cars sit in a deep hole below broken pavement.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Damaged cars sit in a large hole that opened after the the collapse of a bridge in Soledad, near Barranquilla, Colombia, on May 31, 2024.
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                [image: A person paints detailed Arabic writing onto the ceiling of a mosque.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iraqi calligrapher Nahro Kadeer Rasheed works on the ceiling of a mosque in Sulaymaniyah, Iraq, on May 31, 2024. Rasheed has kept his profession as a calligrapher and fine writing artist alive for 30 years, inscribing calligraphy in many of the city's mosques.
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                [image: An elevated view of a solar power plant--hundreds of mirrors arrayed in a circle around a central tower in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of an array of solar mirrors surrounding a molten salt tower at a thermal-power-generation project in Haixi city, Qinghai province, China, on June 1, 2024
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                [image: A drone's-eye view of a small boat towing fishing apparatus through colorful salt water, stirring up the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fisherman harvest brine shrimp in a salt lake in Yuncheng, Shanxi province, China, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: A green-feathered bird pokes its head out of a hole in a tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rose-ringed parakeet perches in a tree in Segmenler Park in Ankara, Turkey, on May 28, 2024.
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                [image: A tennis player looks toward a nearby tennis ball as she prepares to hit it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Belarus's Aryna Sabalenka eyes the ball as she plays against Spain's Paula Badosa during their women's singles match on Court Philippe-Chatrier on day seven of the French Open tennis tournament at the Roland Garros Complex in Paris on June 1, 2024.
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                [image: A baseball pitcher throws a pitch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The San Diego Padres pitcher Wandy Peralta pitches during the ninth inning against the Kansas City Royals, at Kauffman Stadium, in Kansas City, Missouri, on June 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person in costume makes a running leap over a mattress with two babies lying on it, in a street in a Spanish village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The "Colacho," a character that represents the devil, jumps over babies lying on a mattress in the street during "El Salto del Colacho" ("The Devil's Jump"), a baby-jumping festival, in the village of Castrillo de Murcia, near Burgos, Spain, on June 2, 2024.
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                [image: Captured from below, police officers in camouflage uniforms stand along the edge of a shallow pit as another officer leaps over it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police officers conduct a training exercise in Beihai city in China's Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: A man naps in his rickshaw, parked in the shade on a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man naps on the seat of his rickshaw on a hot summer day in New Delhi on May 31, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in civilian clothing carries a rifle on a shoulder strap while shopping in a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman carries a rifle while shopping in a bakery, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Tel Aviv, Israel, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: Many bays and inlets around a collection of forested islands are colored by a reddish predawn sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The predawn sky is reflected in the calm waters of Penobscot Bay, near Camden, Maine, on June 4, 2024. Cadillac Mountain, the highest point on the Eastern Seaboard at 1,527 feet, stands in the distance.
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                [image: Sparks and flames fly near low trees during a forest fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sparks and flames fly near low trees as firefighters try to extinguish the Corral Fire in San Joaquin County, California, on June 2, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier in dress uniform watches fireworks overhead.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A U.K. soldier watches fireworks on June 6, 2024, in Arromanches-les-Bains, as part of the D-Day commemorations marking the 80th anniversary of the World War II Allied landings in Normandy.
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                [image: Several people stand along a river-crossing pathway, reaching down to gather any trash below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers clean up part of a river prior to World Environment Day on June 4, 2024, in Huzhou, Zhejiang province, China.
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                [image: A historic covered bridge spans part of a lake in China, seen on a misty day, from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Five-Pavilion Bridge stands in the Slender West Lake scenic zone in the Hanjiang District in central Yangzhou, China.
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                [image: A castle sits on a hillside above the historic part of a German city, which is being flooded by a swollen river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The historic part of Heidelberg is flooded along the rising Neckar river in southwestern Germany on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: Two people try to stop a cow carrying a pack from entering a rushing river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nomads from the Gujjar tribe attempt to prevent a cow carrying luggage from jumping into a river in Chamba, in the northern state of Himachal Pradesh, India, on June 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a long lane of sand through green-colored salt water in a shallow lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit Qarhan Salt Lake in Haixi city, Qinghai province, China, on May 31, 2024.
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                [image: A winding road climbs a hill above a village, seen from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A winding road climbs a hill above Yuwan village in Lianyungang city, in China's Jiangsu province, seen on June 1, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a couple dozen new excavators parked close together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of new excavators waiting to be loaded onto a ship for export at a port in Yantai, in China's Shandong province, on June 2, 2024
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                [image: A couple of people walk across a mountain of garbage amid a crowd of cows and large storks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person carries a bag of recyclable materials amid cows and greater adjutant storks at a dump site in Boragaon, on the outskirts of Guwahati, India, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: A rocket ship launches, seen from a distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Boeing's Starliner capsule, atop an Atlas V rocket, lifts off from its launchpad at Space Launch Complex 41 in Cape Canaveral, Florida, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: Performers wear traditional costumes of fur and intricate face paint while on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers play in traditional costumes during the famous Fake Lion Show at a cultural event at Ngor beach in Dakar, Senegal, on June 5, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos: Commemorating the 80th Anniversary of the D-Day Landings

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 6, 2024

            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            For the past week, sites in the United Kingdom and France have been hosting a number of events leading up to today, the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings of June 6, 1944. Veterans, families, dignitaries, and visitors have gathered at former battlefields and cemeteries to commemorate the Allied landings on the beaches of Normandy, which turned the tide in World War II and led to the liberation of occupied France and the defeat of Nazi Germany. Gathered here are images of some of these events, and of some of the few remaining veterans who took part in that costly invasion eight decades ago.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elderly veteran wearing many medals sits in a wheelchair, saluting, among many rows of headstones in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bernard Morgan, 100, a veteran of the British Royal Air Force, visits war graves in Bayeux, France, on June 5, 2024, ahead of the Royal British Legion Service's plans to commemorate the 80th anniversary of D-Day.
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                [image: Two people in WWII-era military attire stand on a shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bystanders in WWII-era military attire look on prior to a joint U.S. and French amphibious-landing-operation showcase, on June 4, 2024, at Omaha Beach in Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer in northwestern France, ahead of D-Day commemorations.
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                [image: The sun rises over a field of wild red poppies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises over a field of wild poppies in Arromanches-les-Bains, France, on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: World War II reenactors pose for a photograph beside a vintage aircraft.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                World War II reenactors pose for a photograph beside a C-47--an aircraft that carried paratroopers over drop zones in Normandy, France--at England's North Weald Airfield, east of London, on May 31, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Henry Nicholls / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several soldiers wearing parachutes line up in an airborne aircraft, beside an open door.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American and Belgian paratroopers jump from a Lockheed C-130 Hercules aircraft as it flies over Normandy, France, on June 5, 2024, as part of D-Day commemorations.
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                [image: Ten soldiers parachute to the ground, seen against a cloudy sky with a large aircraft in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Paratroopers from the British, Belgian, Canadian, and U.S. militaries take part in a parachute drop over the fields of Sannerville, France, on June 5, 2024, as they reenact the D-Day landings of 80 years ago.
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                [image: People wearing replica WWII military attire ride atop a WWII-era military truck in a French village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Enthusiasts wearing replica WWII military attire ride atop a WWII-era military truck in Saint-Come-du-Mont, France, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier parachutes past a church steeple.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A French Marine paratrooper guides a parachute canopy past the church of Sainte-Mere-Eglise, France, on June 5, 2024. A mannequin effigy of U.S. Army 82nd Airborne paratrooper John Steele hangs from the church steeple; his parachute became entangled on the structure as he landed on D-Day in the early hours of June 6, 1944. He was taken prisoner by German troops but later escaped.
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                [image: A group of WWII reenactors ride vintage U.S. Army Harley-Davidson motorbikes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Reenactors ride vintage U.S. Army Harley-Davidson motorbikes at Utah Beach near Sainte-Marie-du-Mont, in Normandy, France, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd gathers on a beach, watching a fireworks display.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People on the shore observe fireworks launched from Sword Beach, as part of the 80th D-Day anniversary in Luc-sur-Mer, Normandy, on June 1, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Lou Benoist / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Many rows of illuminated military gravestones, one with a red flower in front of it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Illuminated graves at the war cemetery in Bayeux, France, photographed on June 5, 2024
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                [image: Many life-sized cutout sculptures of WWII-era soldiers stand in a field at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun sets behind the "Standing with Giants" installation displayed at the British Normandy Memorial near Ver-sur-Mer, France, on June 2, 2024, before the 80th D-Day anniversary.
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                [image: An elderly veteran in a wheelchair sits on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Veteran Donald Jones returns on June 4, 2024, to Sword Beach, in Normandy, France, where he landed on D-Day.
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                [image: A crowd of onlookers cheer and reach out to shake the hand of an elderly American veteran being pushed in a wheelchair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. veteran Henry Armstrong shakes hands with onlookers during a veterans' parade in the streets of Sainte-Mere-Eglise, France, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: An elderly American veteran with several colorful medals smiles broadly.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Brigadier General Enoch "Woody" Woodhouse, a U.S. World War II veteran and a Tuskegee Airman, visits the Normandy American Cemetery in Colleville-sur-Mer, France, on June 4, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Virginia Mayo / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of modern-day soldiers dismount from a landing craft, wading through shallow surf toward a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                French troops disembark from a U.S. landing craft during a joint U.S. and French amphibious-landing-operation showcase on June 4, 2024, at Omaha Beach in Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer, France.
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                [image: A veteran, seated among others in wheelchairs, salutes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. veteran Marty Rodriguez salutes ahead of a veterans' parade in the town center of Sainte-Mere-Eglise, France, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: A formation of 10 fighter jets flies above a crowd beside the ocean, leaving red, white, and blue smoke trails.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the public watch as the Red Arrows--the British Royal Air Force's aerobatic team--perform a flypast above HMS St Albans, a Type 23 frigate, during a U.K. commemorative event in Southsea, England, on June 5, 2024, to mark the 80th anniversary of the D-Day landings in France in 1944.
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                [image: A large crowd looks up toward falling parachutes (not pictured).]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crowd watches a parachute drop in Sainte-Mere-Eglise, Normandy, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: The presidents of France and the United States, and their spouses, walk past soldiers holding American and French flags, as several large military aircraft fly overhead.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                French first lady Brigitte Macron, French President Emmanuel Macron, U.S. President Joe Biden, and U.S. first lady Jill Biden walk on stage during ceremonies on June 6, 2024, in Normandy, to mark the 80th anniversary of D-Day.
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                [image: A row of older veterans sitting in wheelchairs, in the front row of a large crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Veterans attend the Canadian commemorative ceremony at the Juno Beach Centre in Courseulles-sur-Mer, on the northern coast of France, on June 6, 2024.
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                [image: Crowds applaud an older veteran as he is pushed past them in a wheelchair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crowds applaud British veteran Bernard Morgan, age 100, as he salutes them during a parade with a Royal Guard of Honour on June 6, 2024, in Arromanches-les-Bains, France.
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                [image: A crowd stands, waiting, beside a large military cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Attendees wait for the start of the U.S. ceremony marking the 80th anniversary of the D-Day Allied landings at the Normandy American Cemetery and Memorial in Colleville-sur-Mer, France, on June 6, 2024.
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                [image: U.S. President Joe Biden and U.S. first lady Jill Biden greet a World War II veteran.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. President Joe Biden and U.S. first lady Jill Biden greet a World War II veteran during ceremonies to mark the 80th anniversary of D-Day, on June 6, 2024, in Normandy, France.
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                [image: A close view of part of collection of commemorative sculptures on a shoreline, this one looking like the ghostly outline of an advancing soldier carrying a rifle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A detail of a sculpture is seen in the D-Day 75 Garden, which stands near Gold Beach in Arromanches-les-Bains, France, on June 3, 2024.
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                [image: People look up into the night sky, watching a drone light show, as drones form the outline of a WWII-era fighter plane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An image of a Spitfire aircraft is seen on June 5, 2024, during a D-Day-themed drone display above the Portsmouth Naval Memorial at Southsea Common in Portsmouth, England, coinciding with illuminations held during a vigil at Bayeux War Cemetery in Normandy, France.
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                [image: A close view of a large memorial structure, angled walls covered with the names of fallen soldiers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A WWII-memorial monument stands in Bordeaux, France, as seen on June 4, 2024, ahead of D-Day commemorations.
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                [image: A soldier in uniform kneels down at a headstone in a cemetery, placing a letter on the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Air Force Captain Ryan Knapp, a "living historian," kneels at the grave of Sergeant Joseph Surace of the 29th Infantry Division, who was killed in combat on D-Day. Knapp was photographed on June 4, 2024, at the Normandy American Cemetery in Colleville-sur-Mer, France. Knapp placed letters written by sixth-grade students at the headstones of soldiers who are buried at the cemetery.
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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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