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        We Ruined Rain
        Marina Koren

        Water gave every living thing on Earth the gift of existence. And yet, of late, it seems determined to wipe us out. The Atlantic hurricane season, widely predicted to be a fierce one, is here, and early this morning the first named storm, Alberto, made landfall in northeastern Mexico and drenched everything in its path.And in Florida last week, it was as if the heavens had turned on the tap and simply left it running. The state's south usually gets about eight to 10 inches of rain throughout June;...

      

      
        The Books <em>The Atlantic</em> Loved--And Hated
        Emma Sarappo

        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.Working on the Books desk of a 167-year-old publication offers incredible opportunities--and dredges up some insecurities. Will our judgment hold up to future readers' evaluations? Is the work we're putting out worthy of the magazine's illustrious traditions? Over the years, The Atlantic's literary coverage has taken on both the task of ...

      

      
        How a Band Falls Apart, According to <em>Stereophonic</em>
        Elise Hannum

        Like the members of Fleetwood Mac, or the Mamas & the Papas, or the Beatles, or Van Halen, the rock band at the center of the Broadway play Stereophonic can't seem to keep its act together. The bassist stumbles drunk and late into a recording session; the guitarist keeps futzing with the tempo on a song. The musicians are clearly close with one another--lots of inside jokes, lots of casual touching--but that only makes the bickering more personal.David Adjmi's play, which on Sunday night won five T...

      

      
        The 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
        Alan Taylor

        The winners of the 15th annual Audubon Photography Awards were just announced. Photographers competed for nine prizes, submitting more than 2,300 entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories. The National Audubon Society was once again kind enough to share some of the winning photographs with us.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        Trump Dreams of a Swifter Death Penalty
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.During a recent campaign event in Phoenix, Arizona, Donald Trump mused about capital punishment. "We've never had [such] massive amounts of drugs pouring into our country," he said. "And by the way, you'll never solve the problem without the death penalty." Trump also said he had made a deal with Xi Jinping prior to the end of his term that would have seen China executing anyone found to be manufacturing fentanyl for sale...

      

      
        The 1970s Movie That Explains 2020s America
        Ronald Brownstein

        This spring, I went to see Chinatown in a theater for the first time since its release, on June 20, 1974. The movie was headlining at the annual TCM Classic Film Festival on Hollywood Boulevard. Inside, every seat in the huge IMAX theater was taken. When Jack Nicholson and Faye Dunaway kissed for the first time, they filled the towering screen with every bit as much star power as Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall did in Hollywood's golden age. But the rapid descent into tragedy during the film's ...

      

      
        The Airport-Lounge Arms Race
        Hanna Rosin

        Perhaps, like me, you have a limited imagination, and you do the airport the same way you always have: wait in many long lines, fight for a hard leather chair, pay $15 for a soggy sandwich. Perhaps you walk right by the signs that read this or that lounge and never really wonder what's behind those private doors. Perhaps you haven't noticed that in the past couple of decades, those private doors have proliferated and are now in lots of corners of lots of airports. I wouldn't blame you, because as...

      

      
        An Emersonian Guide to Taking Control of Your Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Sometimes, you can feel as though no one wants you to think for yourself. All day, every day, through our devices, news-media diets, and social-media accounts, we are inundated with others' opinions on all matters. Politicians, corporations, media figures, strangers, and friends tell us what to do and think. To be a good and right-thinking person, you must vote for this, believe in that, buy this...

      

      
        Open the Door Wider for Refugees
        Ilhan Omar

        Of the many titles I hold--congresswoman, mother, sister, organizer--one represents a part of my identity that I hold particularly close to my heart: refugee.People frequently come up to me and share their own refugee stories. We immediately ask each other how long it has been since arriving in the United States. In my case, it's been 29 years since my family and I were given a golden ticket to start a new life in America as refugees.We escaped war in Somalia and found refuge at the Utange camp in ...

      

      
        Americans With Food Allergies Are Getting a Bad Deal
        Carolyn Beans

        This article was originally published by Undark Magazine.When Ina Chung, a Colorado mother, first fed packaged foods to her infant, she was careful to read the labels. Her daughter was allergic to peanuts, dairy, and eggs, so products containing those ingredients were out. So were foods with labels that said they "may contain" the allergens.Chung felt like this last category suggested a clear risk that wasn't worth taking. "I had heard that the ingredient labels were regulated. And so I thought t...

      

      
        The Schools That Are No Longer Teaching Kids to Read Books
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Recently, an old friend of mine from elementary school ran a hand over my bookshelf, stopped, and said, "You stole this.""I did not!""Yes, you did. You totally stole it from school."She pulled out my copy of The Once and Future King, and showed me the inside of the front cover. It was stamped: Board of Education, City of New York.Okay, so I stole it. But I had a good reason. I loved that book so much; I could...

      

      
        Risking Everything to Lose Money
        Keith O'Brien

        Professional athletes are now playing sports in a gamblers' world, and it isn't going well for them. In April, the NBA banned Jontay Porter, a 24-year-old role player for the Toronto Raptors and a younger brother of the Denver Nuggets star Michael Porter Jr., for allegedly wagering on NBA games, including his team's, and throwing his own performances to influence prop bets. Porter was the first active NBA player banned for gambling in 70 years, but he wasn't the only athlete facing banishment thi...

      

      
        Has the DEI Backlash Come for Publishing?
        Richard Jean So

        In July 2020, Lisa Lucas was hired as the publisher of Pantheon and Schocken Books, prestigious imprints of Penguin Random House. She was the first person of color to hold the post. Black Lives Matter was resurgent after the murder of George Floyd. Demand for books by Black authors had spiked. Publishing employees had organized a day of action to protest the industry's ongoing "role in systemic racism." Publishers, compelled to act, released statements, hired more diverse staff, and acquired book...

      

      
        What to Watch, Read, and Listen To Today
        Vann R. Newkirk II

        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 Juneteenth, three Atlantic writers and editors share their recommendations for what to listen to, read, and watch.How to Spend Today"Ooo Baby Baby," by Aretha Franklin and Smokey Robinson In 1979, Aretha Franklin sat shoulder to shoulder with Smokey Robinson on a piano bench during an impromptu perf...

      

      
        A Pulitzer-Winning Playwright Makes a Great Cinematic Leap
        David Sims

        The Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Annie Baker has long been a master of silence; her work delights in long, sometimes torturous pauses, letting audiences fill in emotional gaps themselves. I first discovered her work when I saw the off-Broadway play Circle Mirror Transformation 15 years ago and was immediately convinced of her dramatic prowess--the way she built up a pressurized atmosphere, and commanded a hushed crowd to await the line of dialogue that might puncture the air. Given how specif...

      

      
        America's Top Export May Be Anxiety
        Derek Thompson

        The argument that smartphones and social media are contributing to the rise in teen mental distress is strong. A number of observational and experimental studies show that teen anxiety started rising just as smartphones, social media, and front-facing cameras contributed to a wave of negative emotionality that seems to be sweeping the world.But I have one small reason to question the strongest version of the smartphone thesis. You can find a summary of it on page 5 of this year's World Happiness ...

      

      
        Trump's Campaign Has Lost Whatever Substance It Once Had
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump's 2016 campaign was, among other things, one of the most impressive displays of branding on a large scale, in a short time, ever. There were hats. There were flags. And above all, there were slogans."Make America Great Again." "Build the wall." "Lock her up." And later, "Drain the swamp," which Trump conceded on the stump that he'd initially hated. No matter: Crowds loved it, which was good enough for Trump t...

      

      
        Cassandra
        Elly Bookman

        I stepped out of the darkness of a weeknight
movie into spring dusk to a curb's edge under
rose-gray light. Words had come to me
from you, to a screen in my hand. I knew
I was going to know you, and I understood
it would mean bountiful loss. I remembered
being very young, listening as a friend's
mother showed us the then-new internet.
Ask for anything, she promised. Any word
or place or fear or story, all of it waits for you
in the desktop in the corner of this kitchen.
But what wonder she wanted...

      

      
        America the Air-Conditioned
        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.As a heat wave spreads across America, the whirring of air conditioners follows close behind. AC has become an American necessity--but at what cost?First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The rise of a new, dangerous cynicism
	David Frum: The most dangerous bias in today's America
	J. D. Va...

      

      
        J. D. Vance Makes His VP Pitch
        John Hendrickson

        Updated at 2:18 p.m. ET on June 18, 2024This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.A lot can change in eight years. In the summer of 2016, J. D. Vance, writing in this magazine, characterized Donald Trump as "cultural heroin." On Sunday morning in Michigan, Vance made his pitch to be Trump's next vice president--by showing his fealty to the former president and sounding as much like him as possible.Vance is reportedly on a Trump-VP shortlist that inclu...

      

      
        The Truth About America's Most Common Surgery
        Hannah Giorgis

        In 1957, Ladies' Home Journal printed a letter from a reader, identified solely as "Registered Nurse," imploring the publication to "investigate the tortures that go on in modern delivery rooms." She cited examples of the "sadism" she'd witnessed in an unnamed Chicago hospital: women restrained with cuffs and steel clamps; an obstetrician operating without anesthetic. Among some doctors, the nurse wrote, the prevailing attitude toward women in labor seemed to be "tie them down so they won't give ...

      

      
        Photos: Keeping Cool in the Summer Heat
        Alan Taylor

        As the first day of summer approaches, record-setting high temperatures have already been observed in several places across the Northern Hemisphere, and the American Northeast is bracing for a dangerous heat wave. People in Europe, Asia, and North America have taken to nearby beaches, lakes, and water parks to find relief. Collected below are recent images of people and animals doing what they can to beat the heat.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign u...

      

      
        Instagram Is Not a Cigarette
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        Many teens and adults use the word addictive when describing social-media sites, as if the apps themselves are laced with nicotine. The U.S. surgeon general, Vivek Murthy, wants to drive that point home as glaringly as possible: In an op-ed published by The New York Times yesterday, he writes that the country should start labeling such sites as if they're cigarettes.Murthy proposes putting an official surgeon's-general warning--the same type found on tobacco and alcohol products--on social-media we...

      

      
        Revenge of the Brits
        Tom McTague

        Why have the British come for America's media? Not only is Emma Tucker shaking things up, to howls of indignation, at The Wall Street Journal, but Mark Thompson is running the show at CNN, John Micklethwait at Bloomberg News, Keith Poole at The New York Post, and Daisy Veerasingham at the Associated Press. None of these appointments, however, caused the kind of grief that we are now witnessing at The Washington Post, where the British CEO, Will Lewis, recently announced the appointment of a longt...

      

      
        The Most Dangerous Bias in Today's America
        David Frum

        Updated at 4:20 p.m. ET on June 18, 2024Fourteen years ago, I trespassed into what used to be Michigan Central Station in Detroit. The beaux-arts building had fallen into ruin since it closed to the public a generation before. It was fenced off for safety: Stairways were treacherous; floors were broken; opportunities to slash a foot or break a neck abounded. In this 2009 music video for the Eminem song "Beautiful," you can see the station much as I saw it the following year.The wreckage of Detroi...
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We Ruined Rain

Water is a cosmic gift. Climate change is turning it into a weapon.

by Marina Koren




Water gave every living thing on Earth the gift of existence. And yet, of late, it seems determined to wipe us out. The Atlantic hurricane season, widely predicted to be a fierce one, is here, and early this morning the first named storm, Alberto, made landfall in northeastern Mexico and drenched everything in its path.

And in Florida last week, it was as if the heavens had turned on the tap and simply left it running. The state's south usually gets about eight to 10 inches of rain throughout June; some parts of Southern Florida received about 20 inches of rain in just 24 hours, turning streets impassable, damaging homes, and enveloping cars.

This type of rainfall has become more frequent and intense in recent decades. A warmer atmosphere can hold more moisture, and plenty is available as warmer temperatures at the Earth's surface allow more water to evaporate. In a hotter world, when it rains, it really pours. Experts call torrents such as those in Florida 100-year storms, even 1,000-year storms. And yet, they've been occurring with alarming frequency across the United States and in other parts of the world.

Extreme precipitation is a sign of how fundamentally humans have managed to alter the workings of our planet. The first rains on Earth fell several billion years ago, covering the once-molten surface with seas where life eventually emerged. Even now, as scientists search for signs of habitable worlds beyond Earth, they follow the water because they understand that it turned this little ball of rock into a paradise for life. But by burning fossil fuels for about 250 years--no time at all, on the scale of our planet's history--humans have turned a cosmic wonder into a weapon.

Read: Playing God with the atmosphere

Climate change has disrupted the water cycle, speeding up every phase in the ancient, endless process that circulates H2O among the oceans, atmosphere, and land. Global sea levels have risen about 0.15 inches each year over the past decade, more than double the annual increase recorded in the 20th century, both because the ice at Earth's poles is melting (even faster than predicted) and because water expands when it warms. The excess threatens to inundate coastal communities, especially during rainstorms, and eat away at their shores; one inch of sea-level rise leads to the loss of 8.5 feet of coastline.

Meanwhile, hurricanes, fueled by hot oceans, are becoming wetter. Even non-hurricane storms, combined with rising seas, are turning dangerous and straining infrastructure. The storm in Florida overwhelmed Miami's already struggling canal network, where "less rain, or rain that fell at a gentler rate, would have drained away easily," Mario Alejandro Ariza wrote in The Atlantic earlier this week.

The heavy rain in Mexico is, in some ways, a blessing--the area has recently been parched. Droughts are growing in severity around the world, but even when they're broken by rainstorms, the relief comes with its own dangers. Over the past couple of winters, record-breaking rains have rescued California from a prolonged drought, but they have also produced deadly floods.

If you zoom out over the storm clouds to consider Earth as it truly is--a planet orbiting one of countless stars, a tiny blue dot in an endless universe--the way we're treating our precious water starts to look like a cosmic disgrace. Astronomical observations have turned up evidence of rain on other worlds, but the droplets are made of methane, iron, quartz, and even sand, not the H2O that helped create and nourish life as we know it.

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

When astronomers look for the signature of water farther afield, in the atmospheres of planets around other suns, they're imagining the possibility not just of microbial life--the types of aliens that we're looking for in our own solar system--but of intelligent beings, members of an advanced civilization that has amassed stories and records of its own water cycle. After all, "rain is not only part of our chaotic atmosphere, but part of our chaotic selves--connected in every holy book from the Bible to the Rig Veda, every human genre from cuneiform script to Chopin," the journalist Cynthia Barnett wrote in Rain: A Natural and Cultural History in 2015. If water gave rise to all that here, why couldn't the same be true on another planet?

The thought of such a discovery is what makes the detection of water vapor on some far-off exoplanet so exciting, especially when that world orbits within its star's habitable zone, as Earth does. But the presence of some water isn't itself a guarantee of life. The sheer amount of water on our planet is, as far as astronomers can tell, a remarkably lucky exception. The other rocky planets in our neighborhood, Venus and Mars, had their own water cycles, with oceans and rain, before they boiled and froze, respectively. But Earth has managed to hold on to its water, the gift that started it all.

For Michael Rawlins, a professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst who studies the water cycle, the increase in historic deluges feel almost karmic. "Societies around the globe have developed because of the use of fossil fuels," Rawlins told me; tapping that ancient reservoir became its own problem as the resulting carbon emissions warmed the planet. Water, even more crucially, made life here possible, and yet now, because of climate change, that too "is almost coming back to bite us." But fossil fuels were not a precondition to our existence. Water is, and we're acting as if maintaining its balance is not a paramount condition of our future. In the past, we attributed such devastating rains and floods to divine powers, the work of unseen, raging gods. But in this age, we have to face the reality that we're the ones who have turned a cosmic abundance into a cataclysm.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/06/mexico-alberto-florida-rain-hurricane-climate-change/678745/?utm_source=feed
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The Books <em>The Atlantic</em> Loved--And Hated

Revisiting the magazine's early reviews of classic books

by Emma Sarappo




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.


Working on the Books desk of a 167-year-old publication offers incredible opportunities--and dredges up some insecurities. Will our judgment hold up to future readers' evaluations? Is the work we're putting out worthy of the magazine's illustrious traditions? Over the years, The Atlantic's literary coverage has taken on both the task of criticism--or situating a work in its era, evaluating its ideas, and considering its symbols--and of reviewing which titles are worth people's time and why. Today, my job includes editing book recommendations and essays on new releases, and contributing to avowedly ambitious projects such as our recent list of great American novels. This involves listening to the opinions and disagreements of our contemporary readers. But there's also an entire archive full of people who talk back, disagree, and weigh in, too.

That catalog is full of curiosities. Sometimes initial reviews of works that have since joined the canon are shockingly brief, taking up just a few inches of space in the physical magazine. The Bell Jar got roughly 150 words in 1971, the year it appeared in the United States for the first time--even though "the author hoped it never would, understandably since it is not really a good novel, although extremely promising as first novels go," Phoebe Lou Adams wrote. (That last comment is especially grim because Sylvia Plath was dead by the time the review was released.) In 1945, D. C. Russell evaluated Raymond Chandler, and tempered his praise with the warning that Chandler's hard-boiled formula might be getting him into "a rut." Some pieces are incredibly long, much longer than we'd run now--and not always to their betterment, unfortunately. Others passionately extol the virtues of books pretty much forgotten today: For example, in 1934, we printed a rave review for Men Against the Sea, the second installment in a historical-fiction trilogy about the aftermath of the famous mutiny on the HMS Bounty.

I'm frequently surprised by how many articles in the archive feel prescient and relatable. In 1957, Alfred A. Knopf weighed in on the changes he'd seen in publishing. "It becomes more and more difficult to get a reasonable hearing for a book that is simply good--not a world-shaking masterpiece, not the choice of a major book club, not to be made into a supercolossal movie, but just a good book," he wrote, which is a sentiment I could have expressed yesterday. In 1873, Arthur George Sedgwick reviewed Middlemarch, and attempted to evaluate the novel in the context of George Eliot's career, analyze its theme of fate, and think widely about English literature--but in the end, he ruefully dismissed the whole project. "In the attempt to play the critic of such works as these, one cannot help feeling that to properly analyze and explain George Eliot, another George Eliot is needed," he wrote. It's a feeling that any working critic probably sympathizes with. And in 1922, Carl S. Patton published a long article on another familiar dilemma: Buying new books when at home there's "an ever-increasing number of books that I have not read." (Same.)

Seeing how many people over many years have thought about and wrestled with the same things as I have is heartening, and reassuring, and humbling. It reminds me that the work we're doing today might be similarly reread and reevaluated in the future, and that initial reviews are merely the first draft of a book's reception. Styles and methods have changed over time, but we're doing the same thing as writers of the past: adding our voices to the archive.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/06/the-books-the-atlantic-lovedand-hated/678747/?utm_source=feed
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How a Band Falls Apart, According to <em>Stereophonic</em>

The Tony-winning play explores the heartbreak and turmoil that sometimes accompanies great music.

by Elise Hannum




Like the members of Fleetwood Mac, or the Mamas & the Papas, or the Beatles, or Van Halen, the rock band at the center of the Broadway play Stereophonic can't seem to keep its act together. The bassist stumbles drunk and late into a recording session; the guitarist keeps futzing with the tempo on a song. The musicians are clearly close with one another--lots of inside jokes, lots of casual touching--but that only makes the bickering more personal.

David Adjmi's play, which on Sunday night won five Tony awards including Best Play, follows the growing schisms among five members of an unnamed 1970s rock band as they record their sophomore album. Stereophonic draws heavily from the era's rock-and-roll aesthetics: brown-toned, heavily carpeted decor; vibrant, guitar-heavy songs written by the former Arcade Fire member Will Butler; copious amounts of booze, weed, and cocaine lying around. The show has drawn the strongest comparisons to Fleetwood Mac, especially because the band's core couple seems to mirror the tumultuous relationship between the singer Stevie Nicks and the guitarist Lindsey Buckingham. This very real human messiness is the draw--the sense of making it up as they go leads to exciting discoveries, but it also fosters anxiety and doubt. The end result may be great music, but Stereophonic leaves us wondering whether it was worth the sacrifices required to get there.

Stereophonic takes place entirely within the locus of any band's creative life: the studio. As married couple Reg (Will Brill, who won an acting Tony on Sunday) and Holly (Juliana Canfield)--who is planning on moving out of the shared house where everyone lives together--argue about their relationship, they do so in front of their bandmates, plus the sound engineers. Meanwhile, the guitarist Peter (Tom Pecinka) needles his girlfriend, Diana (Sarah Pidgeon), a singer who gets so nervous about what to do with her hands onstage that she takes up the tambourine. Despite their idiosyncrasies, they're united in the pursuit of rock stardom, a dream that becomes more realistic as their first album starts to climb the charts. But by keeping the action isolated from the payoff of popularity, Adjmi is able to keep a focus instead on how that success changes the group, then tears them apart.

Read: Daisy Jones and the trap of the love triangle

As the recording sessions drag out, the tensions ratchet up; some scenes begin after midnight. But it's during some of their worst personal moments that the most important musical triumphs occur. In one scene, Diana is having trouble hitting the high note in a song called "East of Eden," in which a narrator implores a lover to avoid making a false choice between two compatible life paths. Peter seems to be focused on the future--perfecting the album, having a child with Diana. She is less certain, and still processing the fame they're experiencing now; she often frets about not being smart or talented enough. She and Peter end up arguing offstage, with hot mics that allow the engineers (and the audience) to hear everything, and break up. Still, she returns to the microphone for another take--and finally hits the note.

The moment is more than a satisfying triumph in the narrative; there's a bittersweet yet voyeuristic allure to watching a professional high follow personal suffering. One real-world analogue is Fleetwood Mac's 1997 performance of "Silver Springs," a recording of which periodically goes viral. At the time, 20 years had passed since the band released its rollicking magnum opus, Rumours, and the classic lineup--Nicks, Buckingham, Christine and John McVie, and Mick Fleetwood--hadn't worked together full-time in a decade. As she sings, Nicks focuses her intense gaze on Buckingham, almost like she's trying to curse him. They had joined the band as a couple, musically and romantically, and broke up while Rumours was in production; the song's title refers to a Washington, D.C., suburb that came to represent the life Nicks and Buckingham would never have together. We, as the audience, get the thrill of experiencing a great performance and observing the tantalizing context, somewhat masking the sharpness of the very real strife that prompted it. The inverse is true for Diana: Her success can't fully distract from the pain of knowing that her partnership with Peter is truly over.

There's an impulse to recast one's struggles in a positive light when looking back: Everything is worth it because it got me to this point. Near the end of the show, Diana does this herself. After a sound engineer describes the recording process as a "nightmare," she rebuffs him, saying, "This was the best thing that ever happened to me." But the sentiment falls somewhat flat after the audience watches the band splinter over the course of three hours, for the sake of something we never see in its final form (only a few songs are performed in full, though the show released a full cast album). The notion of good coming from bad is a romantic one, but the reality isn't a zero-sum game. No amount of popularity will necessarily fill the gap left by someone you loved; perfection doesn't necessarily negate the means of achieving it.

And so the show's real heartbreak is watching the band's shaggy enthusiasm be replaced with cool professionalism. There isn't one huge fight that breaks them apart. Instead, you watch each member's commitment--to the music, to one another--dwindle until getting them all in the same room at the same time is difficult. The loss isn't just the music, but the people they used to be. At one point, Peter breaks down, tearfully pleading to Diana: "Say you're my family." Maybe they were family once, or something close to it--but that was a different time, one immortalized in wax and then left behind.



*Lead-image sources: Kristin Gallegos; Fireshot / Universal Images Group / Getty; Jay L. Clendenin / Los Angeles Times / Getty; Larry Hulst / Michael Ochs Archives / Getty.
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            The winners of the 15th annual Audubon Photography Awards were just announced. Photographers competed for nine prizes, submitting more than 2,300 entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories. The National Audubon Society was once again kind enough to share some of the winning photographs with us.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two small grebe chicks ride on the back of an adult, as another adult feeds one of the chicks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-necked Grebe. Youth Honorable Mention. Two red-necked grebe chicks ride on the back of an adult, as another adult feeds one of the chicks at Colonel Samuel Smith Park in Etobicoke, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: A small black-capped bird twists its head around while flying, shaking off droplets of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Forster's Tern. Professional Honorable Mention. A Forster's tern twists its head around while in flight, shaking off droplets of water. Photographed at Shoreline Lake in Mountain View, California.
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                [image: A quail perches on top of a small bush in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                California Quail. Birds in Landscapes Prize Winner.  A California quail perches on top of a small bush in a field in Santa Cruz, California.
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                [image: A bird dives below the surface of water, kicking up its legs and splashing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Common Gallinule. Fisher Prize Winner. A common gallinule's feet stick out of the surface of water as it dives. Photographed in Tarpon Springs, Florida.
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                [image: Two small birds appear to fight while on the ground, flapping.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blackburnian Warbler. Grand Prize Winner. A pair of Blackburnian warblers scuffle. Photographed in Pennsylvania's Promised Land State Park.
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                [image: A group of seven white ptarmigans, photographed in flight against a completely white background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Willow Ptarmigan. Professional Winner. A group of seven willow ptarmigans, photographed in flight against a completely white background, in Kluane National Park, Yukon, Canada.
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                [image: A wild turkey stands on a set of railroad tracks, wings outstretched.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wild Turkey. Female Bird Prize Winner. A female wild turkey stands on railroad tracks in Roseville, Minnesota.
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                [image: Many grackles fly past and perch on power lines above a road intersection.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great-tailed Grackle. Amateur Winner. Silhouetted grackles fly past and perch on power lines at the corner of Slaughter Lane and Congress Avenue in Austin, Texas.
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                [image: An owl hangs upside down while feeding on a squirrel among bare tree branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Barred Owl. Amateur Honorable Mention. A barred owl hangs upside down while feeding on a squirrel in Deep Brook Preserve in Newtown, Connecticut.
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                [image: One kestrel sits on top of another, perched on a post.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Kestrel. Youth Winner. A pair of American kestrels, photographed in Calero County Park in San Jose, California.
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                [image: A flock of avocets stand in silhouette along a shoreline at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Avocet. Video Honorable Mention. A flock of American avocets stand in silhouette along the shoreline at the Bolivar Flats Audubon Shorebird Sanctuary in Port Bolivar, Texas.
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                [image: A small wren perches between two long vertical stems, its legs splayed out to grasp each one sideways.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sedge Wren and Gray-head Coneflower. Plants for Birds Honorable Mention. A tiny sedge wren perches between two long stems at John E. Pearce Provincial Park in Wallacetown, Ontario, Canada.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Trump Dreams of a Swifter Death Penalty

In recent speeches, the former president has been praising China's approach to criminal justice.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




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

During a recent campaign event in Phoenix, Arizona, Donald Trump mused about capital punishment. "We've never had [such] massive amounts of drugs pouring into our country," he said. "And by the way, you'll never solve the problem without the death penalty." Trump also said he had made a deal with Xi Jinping prior to the end of his term that would have seen China executing anyone found to be manufacturing fentanyl for sale in America, though the only verifiable fact related to this claim is that China cracked down on fentanyl sales to America under pressure from the Trump administration.

He then riffed on the same theme at a rally in Las Vegas, where he again announced that the United States would have no drug problem if this country, like China, captured, tried, and executed drug dealers all within a very short span of time. Trump declared that Xi told him that these almost instantaneous capital proceedings are known in his country as "quick trials," and that they've essentially resolved China's struggle against illegal narcotics. (According to fact-checkers at Politifact, Trump's description of China's liberal use of capital punishment is essentially correct, but evidence refutes his assessment that the method is as effective as he claims, or would be effective here.)

Trump's strange pontification on sharks and batteries attracts more attention than his criminal-justice designs, but these more substantive policy ideas are at least as disturbing. There's something satisfying in the presumption that one simple fix could erase all American addiction. But it's nonsense, and destroying the death-penalty appeals process would be both naive and intentionally cruel. Trump may be dreaming aloud when he offers up the possibility of sudden death for drug-related crimes, but enacting such a policy would significantly degrade American law and justice.

Trump's fixation is odd, in part because capital punishment has never eliminated any category of crime. Use of the death penalty in a particular jurisdiction does not even deter crime: Decades of research have consistently found that murder rates are lower in states that do not execute criminals. But for Trump, it's the punishment frequently offered up in place of a credible plan to actually treat opioid addiction and other forms of drug abuse. He suggested its use in a 2023 Fox News interview, saying, "I don't know that this country is ready for it. I just don't know," reflecting on how shocking it would be to introduce capital punishment for selling drugs. "It's not easy to say the death penalty." (Drug trafficking is already a capital offense federally and in two states, a fact Trump appears to be unaware of.)

Trump is right that the death-penalty process is not quick, and the long period of time between a death-row prisoner's sentencing and execution has expanded dramatically in the past several decades. Prisoners who once could have expected to spend only a few years awaiting death can now expect about 20, though some have waited nearly 40 years. The length of the capital-punishment process--mainly the appeals that ensue after a capital sentence is handed down--accounts for most of this delay, though several other factors (including the length of capital trials) contribute. But the long timeline of the capital-appeals process is commensurate with the enormity of the punishment. Executions cannot be reversed. If supporters of capital punishment, frustrated with the length of prisoners' appeals, want something approaching a fair and just death penalty, then careful, meticulous review of each sentence is a prerequisite.

Ronald Brownstein: Trump's stop-and-frisk agenda

Let's pause briefly for a primer on capital appeals. People sentenced to death in a given state may make a direct appeal (either automatically or at their discretion) up to their jurisdiction's court of last resort, usually the state's supreme court. Only issues related to the criminal trial and its accompanying death sentence can be litigated in this venue. Judges may reverse the death sentence and the conviction, just the sentence, or neither at all. Prisoners may then appeal the decision to the United States Supreme Court. During this stage of the appeals process, prisoners have the opportunity to litigate matters in state court that could be adjudicated only posttrial--ineffective assistance of counsel, prosecutorial misconduct, or newly discovered evidence, for example. The resulting decisions can then also be appealed to the Supreme Court. If the Court rules against the defendant at this stage, then their state appeals are exhausted, and they may file a habeas corpus petition in federal court, seeking review of federal issues introduced in the state appeals process. Prisoners may again appeal lower courts' rulings all the way to the Supreme Court, though the justices rarely agree to hear such cases.

In order to be fair, Supreme Court Justice Harry Blackmun explained in a 1994 dissent, "a capital sentencing scheme must treat each person convicted of a capital offense with that 'degree of respect due the uniqueness of the individual' ... That means affording the sentencer the power and discretion to grant mercy in a particular case, and providing avenues for the consideration of any and all relevant mitigating evidence that would justify a sentence less than death. Reasonable consistency, on the other hand, requires that the death penalty be inflicted evenhandedly, in accordance with reason and objective standards, rather than by whim, caprice, or prejudice." In other words, there is no way to justly administer the death penalty without thorough review.

Ample opportunity for appeals also helps prevent the killing of innocents. Since 1973, 197 people have been exonerated and released from death row. Many others have been exonerated posthumously. The Equal Justice Initiative's founder, Bryan Stevenson, told me over email last week that "the error rate in capital cases is extremely high ... The appeals process doesn't ensure no one innocent will be executed but it's clear that without it we would have certainly executed scores of innocent people."

Even if Trump wins in the fall, he's unlikely to persuade enough lawmakers to enact his "quick trial" plan. But it isn't impossible. Laws governing the use of capital punishment in America have changed dramatically over time. If Trump succeeds, every flaw in the American death-penalty regime will be intensified and expanded. Of course, the simplest way to curtail appeals, save innocent lives, and eliminate the gap between sentencing and punishment is to do away with capital punishment altogether.



*Lead-image sources: James Devaney / GC Images / Getty; Tingshu Wang / Getty; georgeclerk / Getty; Bettmann / Getty. 
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The 1970s Movie That Explains 2020s America

<em>Chinatown</em>, released 50 years ago today, shone a bleak light on the machinations of money and power--a theme that still animates U.S. politics.

by Ronald Brownstein




This spring, I went to see Chinatown in a theater for the first time since its release, on June 20, 1974. The movie was headlining at the annual TCM Classic Film Festival on Hollywood Boulevard. Inside, every seat in the huge IMAX theater was taken. When Jack Nicholson and Faye Dunaway kissed for the first time, they filled the towering screen with every bit as much star power as Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall did in Hollywood's golden age. But the rapid descent into tragedy during the film's second half had the audience rapt, eliciting audible gasps when the film's director, Roman Polanski, in a cameo role, slit open the nose of the private eye J. J. Gittes (Nicholson) in one of the movie's more notorious moments. In the scene when Evelyn Mulwray (Dunaway) admits that her daughter is also her sister, conceived through incest with her father, Noah Cross (played by John Huston), the auditorium was utterly silent.

I was struck by how, after all these years, Chinatown looks both of its time and ahead of it. The film's warning that unaccountable power was shaping our lives in ways we couldn't understand very much reflected the political sensibility of the late '60s and early '70s. That mood produced a torrent of transformative laws under both Lyndon B. Johnson and Richard Nixon meant to intensify government oversight of business power (through environmental, consumer-protection, and workplace-safety regulation) and public oversight of government power (through campaign-finance reforms and other transparency measures). Yet the film's tragic ending anticipated the likelihood that all of these reforms, despite the good they might do, would not remake a society in which those with wealth and power, like Cross, routinely roll over those without. The film's script writer, Robert Towne, told me, when we spoke for my book Rock Me on the Water, that he viewed his theme as "the futility of good intentions."

Conor Friedersdorf: In defense of Los Angeles

The Watergate scandal, which would ultimately force Nixon to resign the presidency, was nearing its final act when the film Chinatown was released. The film was set in 1930s Los Angeles, yet it seemed to encapsulate America's grim circumstance in that summer of 1974, when the nation was learning that Nixon's administration had hired goons for a scheme to sabotage its political rivals and that the president had tried to hide it by orchestrating a cover-up.

Today, Donald Trump carries echoes of Cross in the way he blends personal and public corruption--evident, most recently, in the civil judgments against him for sexual abuse and financial fraud, and his criminal conviction for a hush-money scheme (in addition to the weirdly sexualized comments over the years about his daughter Ivanka.)

But Trump's political ascent has added an unexpected coda to the questioning of institutions that animated so much of the activism of the '60s and the popular culture of the early '70s. The political and artistic voices that challenged the authority of government and business in those years mostly hoped to reform those institutions, not to raze them. More effectively than any right-wing populist before him, Trump has transmuted that desire for change into a darker crusade to topple the hazily defined elites and "deep state" that he says scorn and subjugate his followers, who represent the "real America."

Trump, too, portrays the United States as a kind of Chinatown where unaccountable power is conspiring against everyday Americans. But Trump's message to his audience is that he can tear it down on their behalf.

The movie was immediately recognized as a landmark achievement. Chinatown is a complex story of personal and political corruption, involving murder, stolen water rights, and incest. Towne started writing Chinatown long before the Watergate scandal engulfed Nixon. Yet the atmosphere of official deceit that extended from the Vietnam War in Johnson's presidency to the "dirty tricks" of Nixon's permeated Towne's story.

In Towne's script, Chinatown was more a state of mind than a place. It symbolized the enigmatic nature of evil and the inability of even well-intentioned people (such as Nicholson's Gittes) to pierce the hidden layers of power, the wheels within wheels turning far from view and understanding. Like America itself in the age of Vietnam and Watergate, Nicholson's character knew less than he thought as he excavated the secrets of Dunaway's Mulwray and her monstrous father, and he understood even less than he knew.

Like many movies from earlier eras, portions of Chinatown clang against changing sensibilities. The scene where Dunaway makes her big admission, as Nicholson repeatedly slaps her, was tough to watch then, and is tougher now. Nicholson's mimicking of Asian accents at one point--though surely something Gittes would have done--grates, too. Polanski's later exile, after he fled the U.S. in February 1978, having pleaded guilty to a charge of "unlawful sexual intercourse" with a 13-year-old girl, cast a retrospective pall on his undeniable cinematic accomplishments.

Read: France's growing pushback against Roman Polanski

Yet the movie transcends the limitations of its time. Chinatown's creation unfolded in parallel with the Watergate scandal from the moment filming started, in October 1973. Nixon's vice president, Spiro Agnew, who was facing corruption allegations from his years as Maryland's governor, resigned almost exactly as Polanski shot the movie's first scene. What became known as the Saturday-night massacre, when Nixon fired Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox and provoked the first real consideration of impeachment, followed just a few weeks later. The real-life conspiracy loomed over Towne's fictional one.

"When I was shooting the film, I was amazed sometimes, listening to the news programs, by the parallels between what I was hearing and what I was shooting," Polanski said in a press interview at the time.

The resonance was not lost on others. When Chinatown came out, Newsweek described it as a "Watergate with real water" and recognized that "this is really a story about the decadence of the 1970s." On the Chinatown shoot, Watergate "enveloped all of us," Hawk Koch, the film's assistant director, told me. "We were thrilled to be doing the movie because of what it was about." Little more than a month after the film's release, the House Judiciary Committee voted to approve the articles of impeachment that prompted Nixon's resignation in early August.

Read: Water, water still is scarce, except for California's rich

Chinatown remains on the shortlist of greatest movies not to win the Academy Award for Best Picture; it was beaten by another classic released that year, The Godfather Part II, which explored similar themes of public and private corruption. Both were part of the early-'70s wave of socially conscious movies that revitalized Hollywood after a long period of decline. These films differed in tone, style, and message, but the most important of them shared a mission to illuminate America's failures and delusions. Although they rarely exhibited any overt political agenda, they aligned with a progressive belief that exposing the misdeeds of business and government could produce a more democratic society that would wrest power from unaccountable elites and give average Americans a greater say.

Now the passage of half a century has produced the irony that the distrust of institutions, which took root in America after the '60s, has been most effectively marshaled by Trump. He has shown a unique ability to channel it behind a right-wing strongman agenda that promises to smash the restraints of custom, law, and democracy to deliver "retribution" against all the shadowy elites that he says are oppressing his followers.

Only a few years earlier, there was little chance that any of the Hollywood studios would have released a film as dark as Chinatown. Although the anti-Communist blacklist that exiled some of the industry's brightest lights had slowly lifted in the late '50s, Hollywood still seemed shell-shocked and tentative until well into the '60s. It responded to the sexual revolution with cotton-candy, Doris Day-style comedies that seemed lame even in Dwight Eisenhower's presidency. Soon, protesters were marching for civil rights and against the war, students were clashing with police on university campuses, and cities were burning with riots, yet Hollywood stubbornly looked back for inspiration, releasing a procession of World War II movies, Westerns, musicals, and, above all, gargantuan historical epics. Like the three TV networks in those years, Hollywood remained unwaveringly, even defiantly, disconnected from the social and political changes that the rising Baby Boom generation was bringing to American life.

For the film industry, the turning point came in 1967. Bonnie and Clyde, directed by Arthur Penn and starring Dunaway and Warren Beatty gave a modern countercultural sheen to the Depression-era outlaws. Mike Nichols's The Graduate (starring Dustin Hoffman and Anne Bancroft), scathingly captured the Boomers' hope for a life of greater meaning and authenticity than their parents' generation was offering (the career advice Hoffman's character receives: "Plastics!"). Two years later, in 1969, the huge success of Easy Rider--the story of Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda as two nomadic, drug-dealing motorcyclists murdered by small-town rednecks--demonstrated the financial rewards of producing films that moved younger audiences.

The studios' new appetite for contemporary films that appealed to this demographic created the economic foundation for a creative renaissance in Hollywood--and a succession of films that memorably portrayed America as adrift and rotting from within, a nation not only deceived by its leaders but deluded by its most cherished myths. So many compelling movies were released in these years that critics have called 1967-76 Hollywood's "silver age," after its 1938-46 golden age. Chinatown immediately claimed a top spot in the silver-age pantheon.

The idea that would grow into the movie came to Towne when he was laid up for several weeks with vertigo around Christmas 1969. He read an article in the Los Angeles Times's Old West magazine titled "Raymond Chandler's L.A.," which recounted how much of the landscape described in those '40s detective novels remained intact a quarter century later. The idea struck Towne that it would be possible to film a detective movie set in the Los Angeles of the '30s on location around the city.

The movie's central metaphor came from a Los Angeles Police Department vice detective who sold Towne a sheepdog named Hira. After the cop told Towne that he worked in Chinatown, the writer asked what he did there. "Probably as little as possible," the cop said. How's that? Towne asked. "Look, you can't tell what's going on, because we can't crack the language," the officer said. "There's so many dialects and things like that, we can't tell, frankly, if we're helping prevent a crime or helping somebody commit one, and so the best thing to do is nothing." As Towne told me, "And that was the origin of the significance of Chinatown." In Towne's script, Gittes repeats that line almost verbatim when Evelyn Mulwray asks him what he did in Chinatown when he worked for the DA. "As little as possible," Nicholson replies.

Still, the words did not come easily for Towne. "No script ever drove me nuttier," Towne later recalled. When he finally delivered a draft, in early 1973, it was a 180-page behemoth that perplexed the executives at Paramount. It also failed to satisfy Polanski, who had been hired to direct. Polanski was living in Rome and initially resisted returning to Los Angeles, where the Manson family had murdered his wife, Sharon Tate, only four years earlier. He feared returning to a city "where every street corner reminded me of tragedy."

Read: The eerie parallels between Trump and the Watergate 'road map'

Polanski and Towne spent eight weeks over the spring and summer of 1973 contentiously rewriting the script. Once filming started, the movie progressed on a brisk if bumpy trajectory. Tiny and tousle-haired, Polanski was an autocrat accustomed to dictating every detail of a scene, including every aspect of an actor's performance. Nicholson, fluid and supremely self-confident, rolled with Polanski's style, finding his edicts more amusing than threatening. But Polanski clashed with the tightly wound Dunaway. "They were at loggerheads a lot--over anything," recalls Anthea Sylbert, a celebrated costume designer who handled those duties on Chinatown.

The movie's ending was the greatest point of dispute between Polanski and Towne. Towne wanted a more bittersweet ending, but Polanski insisted on rewriting the finale with a conclusion as brutal as the drop of a guillotine. Dunaway's Mulwray is shot and killed by the police as she tries to escape with her daughter. As Gittes turns to lunge at the police lieutenant who directed the shooting, an associate pulls him away and delivers the film's unforgettable concluding line: "Forget it, Jake; it's Chinatown."

Gittes had precipitated the tragedy through his overconfidence. "You may think you know what you're dealing with," Huston's Cross had warned him earlier, "but believe me, you don't."

Chinatown's final moments anticipated a world just coming into focus as the production completed. "What was happening with Evelyn Mulwray," Towne told me, was much like "what was happening in the country. You don't know what's going on." Towne painted a morally bleak world in his script for Chinatown, and Polanski made it even bleaker. Even they, though, could not have envisioned a future in which millions of Americans would willingly entrust their fate to Trump, a man as coldly amoral as Noah Cross.



Portions of this article were adapted from Rock Me on the Water: 1974--The Year Los Angeles Transformed Movies, Music, Television, and Politics, published in 2021.
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The Airport-Lounge Arms Race

The fanciest places in air travel keep getting fancier.

by Hanna Rosin




Perhaps, like me, you have a limited imagination, and you do the airport the same way you always have: wait in many long lines, fight for a hard leather chair, pay $15 for a soggy sandwich. Perhaps you walk right by the signs that read this or that lounge and never really wonder what's behind those private doors. Perhaps you haven't noticed that in the past couple of decades, those private doors have proliferated and are now in lots of corners of lots of airports. I wouldn't blame you, because as a financial prospect the private airport lounge doesn't make much sense. Airport real estate is scarce. Infrastructure is expensive. So why would airlines give you food and a luxury space to wait in for free?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, former staff writer Amanda Mull explains the logic of the airport lounge. Since 2000, the number of flights taken has increased by 50 percent. At the same time, people spend more time at airports because of security reasons. These changes created fertile ground for an airport-lounge arms race, where the offerings have gotten so luxurious that you can now book a skin-care treatment after you finish your champagne. Mull traces the curious history of the airport lounge and the latest players in the game, and explains why, of course, you are not actually getting anything for free.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: I'm not sure if this is an embarrassing or a proud confession: I have never been to an airport lounge, and I don't think that in my true brain I thought they were real.

Amanda Mull: They are real. I had also not been to one until relatively recently.

[Music]

Mull: My first experience in an airport lounge was in 2018, when a friend who I was going to Europe with--I had never been to Europe, never been in an airport lounge. A lot of firsts on this trip. It was a trip for his birthday.

And he had bought an expensive ticket on the flight that we were all on. The rest of us were on much cheaper flights. And he managed to talk all of us into the British Airways lounge in JFK. He's a very convincing guy--a good talker--so he got us all into the lounge, and I was like, Oh, I have information now that I can't unlearn.

I know how nice this is. I know the free drinks and the soft chairs and the lack of crowds. But the crowds have expanded since then.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And that was former Atlantic staff writer Amanda Mull clueing me in about airport lounges, which apparently many other people are clued into.

I'm guessing that many of you listeners are more sophisticated than I am. For all I know, you are right now listening to this podcast while sipping champagne at whatever is the newest luxury lounge at LAX.

But whose idea was it to give you that free champagne? Why are these lounges now everywhere? And even though you are technically not paying for the champagne, you must know that you're not getting it for free. Somewhere down the line, you--or somebody--is paying for it.

Here to explain all of this is Amanda.

Mull: So as people started to return to air travel in the U.S. post-pandemic, I began both reading stories and seeing myself in airports that there was just a huge glut of people trying to get into these lounges--that there were lines forming outside of some of them, that there had been, for some reason, this real uptick in demand among people who were probably traveling a lot also before the pandemic. But, suddenly, a much greater proportion of those people had access to lounges and wanted into lounges.

You also saw, especially in hub airports, a lot of new lounges being built, a lot of construction sites within airports. And there was just enough stuff going on that I began to just wonder: Exactly who is it that gets into the lounges? Why are there so many more people who suddenly have access to lounges? And what is the value proposition, especially for credit-card companies? 

Because, traditionally, airport lounges have been the province of airlines, who give it out based on frequent-flier status. Most of us sort of understand how that works on a vague level. But suddenly there were Centurion Lounges and Chase Lounges, and it just seemed like a lot was going into creating these spaces, and more and more of non-functional airport real estate out there was being used for them. And there wasn't an obvious explanation that I could think of as to why that was happening.

Rosin: So, once upon a time, meaning when you went into the British Airways lounge, you thought of them as these discreet corners here and there. And then, all of a sudden, it feels like they're a huge thing and they're everywhere, and why?

Mull: Right, and that period of change from, you know, 2018 to now is a relatively short period of time, especially for constructing things inside airports. There's a lot of red tape. There's a lot of difficulties, structurally, in getting things like that built. So the pace at which they were being built suggested a real sense of urgency.

Rosin: Right. This whole thing is a little bit blowing my mind because I have done plenty of traveling, and maybe naive--it never occurred to me that the airport experience could be any different than the airport experience I have had my whole life, which is like, you stand in line, and you pay $5 to $7 for a banana, and then you sort of go along with the hoi polloi and find yourself a little seat to sit in, or you sit on the floor. Like, it just never occurred to me that traveling could be any different than that, but I'm obviously very, very late to this game.

Mull: Yeah, it really hadn't occurred to me either until, like, that moment, because although I had done a decent bit of traveling--especially because in my mid-20s I moved away from home, moved away from the city where I grew up. So I had to travel for holidays and things like that. I'm from Atlanta, so my home airport was always, like, the busiest airport in the world. And now I'm in New York city. So all of my airline experiences up to that point had been extremely high impact. (Laughs.) Like, you're playing the airport on hard mode in those situations. There's no pleasant airports on that itinerary.

Rosin: Yeah, exactly. I mean, the last travel experiences I've had, I have the same exact memorable experience, which is: It was such a long line at the Starbucks, and then the people behind the counter yelling that there was a 30-to-40-minute wait so that if you were in a hurry, you should just move on along. I mean, you wouldn't tolerate that anywhere on Earth. Only in an airport.

Mull: Right.

Rosin: Okay, so the airport lounge--where does it originate?

[Music]

Mull: The backstory of the airport lounge is sort of fantastic. The first one in the U.S. was opened in 1939 by American Airlines in what would become LaGuardia Airport, and it was carved out of a space in Fiorello La Guardia's office within the airport.

He was mayor at the time. He had received criticism that his office at the airport was too huge, so he let American Airlines use part of that office space as a lounge. And at the time, it was truly for VIPs. The chairman of American Airlines selected who would be allowed into the lounge personally--you know, fliers who were particularly powerful or particularly influential, so politicians, business leaders, people like that.

It was called the Admirals Club. The people who were allowed into it were deemed admirals. And it was really sort of just like a nicer waiting room. You know, it was private. There weren't eyes on you at the regular terminal. But it wasn't like a full-service experience.

It was a way for a very powerful executive to confer some favor on other very powerful people in a way that ultimately probably benefited him quite a bit.

[Music]

Rosin: That's amazing. That's the very first one. That doesn't sound anything like the ones now. So how does it evolve?

Mull: Well, it evolves in a few steps. The first big change that came about was: Anti-discrimination laws meant that airlines could no longer just decide who they wanted to let into lounges. They had to develop some sort of system that would make it, theoretically, more accessible to a wider swath of people.

So what they did is decide to allow people to buy memberships. Then, anybody with enough money could get in, and you couldn't plausibly be charged with discrimination in who you were allowing access to these spaces.

Rosin: Right.

Mull: So that is where it becomes part of the business instead of just part of the sort of clubby nature of--

Rosin: Right, so it's not just a social atmosphere. Now they realize, Oh, you can actually make money off of these.

Mull: Right. And then during the Carter administration, you have airline deregulation. So suddenly airlines were looking for ways to compete with each other. Because prices on airfares were going down, additional airlines were opening all over the place. You had this moment of really intense competition within the airline industry.

That's how you end up with frequent-flier programs. A lot of the things that we associate as sort of a given with air travel now were created through this process of deregulation.

Rosin: Interesting, because, culturally, I think of the era, say, moving from the '60s to the '80s, when airline travel becomes less obviously glamorous. So it's interesting that at the time it's becoming less glamorous, it's also creating layers of status.

Mull: Right. I think that those things are pretty deeply tied. Before deregulation, all the fares were the same, so the way that airlines competed with each other was through, like: What could they offer you for this very high price? So you had to build in a lot of services and things like that.

Rosin: Like, the best flight attendants, the best drinks. Like it was sort of a marketing campaign?

Mull: Right. There was no price pressure in the airline industry. So you could compete to have, like, the most beautiful flight attendants, the best carving stations on airlines, the most comfortable seats, and things like that. And then once all that regulation goes away, you suddenly end up with just a lot more types of product that are offered in the airline industry.

So you have to offer a lot more things. You want to offer cheap tickets. You want to offer expensive tickets. You want to offer sort of layers or tiers of service level, so that you can appeal to the widest potential population available. And then you also want to create conditions under which customers become loyal.

Because if there's a lot of competition in price and there's a lot of options suddenly available, you want to create things that keep people with your airline, and that is where frequent-flier programs begin.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mull: It's also where the airline lounge becomes an even more professional part of the airline industry. The issue with loyalty programs is you have to figure out more and more and more perks over time in order to keep people happy. And in order to continue bringing new people in at the bottom of the pyramid, you have to add things at the top of the pyramid to move your most long-term, most profitable customers up and up and up.

So you hit an issue where there's a set of perks that you offer, and then you allow enough people access to those perks that they're no longer particularly special, or you can no longer guarantee a particular level of service with those perks. If you offer people access to a special space and then that space becomes crowded, it's no longer really a perk.

Rosin: Got it. Because as you're pulling more people into this special space, you have to create a special special space and then a more special special space. You have to continuously create layers of luxury.

Mull: Yes, you have to continue adding new things. You have to have a few things in the first place to start to draw people in, and then once that is successful, you have to continue to add in order to continue to draw people. Airport lounges are a big part of that for airlines, because the airport is sort of a miserable place, so there's a really big premium on having access to a space that gives you slightly less misery. So it turns out--and this becomes more and more true over time--that giving people access to a slightly more comfortable space and some free booze is an incredibly potent loyalty carrot to dangle in front of people.

[Music]

Rosin: When we come back: How the modern airport lounge came to be, why there are so many more of them every year, and why you are actually paying for them even if you never step into one.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so we've moved through the '80s. Sounds like the airport-lounge arms race is fully underway. What happens next?

Mull: Yeah, after this deregulation in the '80s, there's a couple more things that happen that get us to where we are today. The first thing is 9/11.

[Music]

Mull: When 9/11 happens, you add a lot of process to the airport, and you add a lot of time to the airport.

Before 9/11, you can just sort of breeze right through. I'm old enough that I remember flying a few times before 9/11--like I was a kid, but I did it. Then when that happens and you introduce TSA checkpoints, you ask people to spend a lot more time at the airport because you never know if it's going to take 45 minutes to get through TSA or if it's going to take five.

So you have to block out the time necessary in case it takes 45 minutes, which means you have a lot of people just spending more time at the airport than they used to. So you get an increased demand for spaces that you can just sit in for a while and be comfortable, especially from people who travel a lot.

And then, over this same period of time, from 9/11 to the present, you get this explosion in commercial air travel in the U.S. You have, like, 50 percent more flights taken in the U.S. than you had in 2000.

And that is a huge jump in the number of people flying, and they're largely flying through airports that are sort of old and sort of not well-equipped to handle that enormous jump in volume that happens all of a sudden.

Travel is one of those things where the user base is really disproportionate. A tiny, tiny proportion of people who travel in a given year do a massively disproportionate amount of the total travel done by Americans. Those people are the people disproportionately, at this time, with access to airport lounges because they earned the status the old-fashioned way, by just flying a lot, by spending a lot of money. They are road warriors, work travelers. They are in them all the time.

And so you've got those spaces, and then, slowly, more people want to spend time in there because they have to spend more time at the airport to fly at all.

And then you have, in 2013, an entrant to the marketplace that really changes things a lot and that helps set the stage for what we see now, and that is American Express.

Rosin: American Express. That is not what I expected you to say.

Mull: Yeah. American Express is huge in the travel space. They offer a lot of perks and rewards programs that are geared particularly toward people who want to travel. And they have a longstanding relationship with Delta to issue cards that are co-branded, so a Delta American Express.

There's, like, several tiers of them. They're extremely popular. And the very expensive ones will get you into the lounge. So American Express sees all this, sees how enthusiastic people are about taking out credit cards in order to get these types of travel perks, specifically, and decides, like: Oh, this is a real spot where people who we want to do business with are willing to hop into a new credit card in order to get access to this specific thing.

So what American Express does is they look around and go, like: Airport lounges are pretty nice, but they are kind of no frills, relative to what they could be. We think that we can offer a better level of service in our own spaces and attach them to credit cards that aren't tied to an airline. 

So American Express still issues a lot of those Delta credit cards. It's still a very successful program. But in 2013, American Express opens its first Centurion Lounge, at McCarran Airport in Las Vegas, which is the first lounge that does not have an airline partner. So no matter what airline you're flying, if you have an American Express Platinum card, you can go into the Centurion Lounge. And there's now a bunch of them in the U.S.

So no matter what airline you're flying that day, no matter what type of seat you're sitting in on that flight, you can show your American Express Platinum and go into that lounge.

Rosin: Okay. This is very baffling to me. So, I understand why airlines--I'm following you so far--airlines are competing for customers. Then, suddenly, a credit-card company gets into the business. Why? Are they profitable?

Mull: Airport lounges are not straightforwardly profitable. It is very expensive to operate this type of business. Airport lounges require a ton of staff. They require a ton of capital investment to build something truly nice inside of an airport. They're perishable-food businesses, bar businesses. You have to keep them extremely clean. You have to have staff there, you know, 20 hours a day in some of them. It is like running the most difficult restaurant in the world because you're serving a lot of people, and they're people that are disproportionately used to a really high level of service.

So they are not straightforwardly profitable, but what they're great for is getting people to sign up for credit cards. And we know that because people sign up for airline credit cards of all types with great enthusiasm.

And that is, I think, the lesson that American Express, and later Chase, took from that, and went, Well, we can make the airport lounges even nicer. We can make everything inside of them free. We can make the food better. We can make the bar better. We can put additional amenities inside of them, and, if people are willing to sign up for airline credit cards in order to get access to these less-good airline lounges, then maybe people will sign up for just regular credit cards in order to get access to these much-better airline lounges. And that has been proven true. American Express was absolutely correct about that.

You know, and they keep building more, larger lounges at additional airports. They just opened one in the Atlanta airport that is like over 20,000 square feet. It features outdoor space. There's patios that you can go out onto to get some fresh air. There is a huge, living olive tree inside of it. Some of the new ones are really nice spaces.

Rosin: Okay, so we've gone far beyond a high-end hotel lobby. Now it sounds like these are genuinely Zen spaces that conjure an atmosphere that's, like, the opposite of an airport.

Mull: The nicest ones and the newest ones are really nice, genuinely comfortable, genuinely pleasant spaces. Some of them include spa amenities. I went to the Chase Lounge at LaGuardia--which is brand new and arguably the nicest lounge in the U.S., I think--and you get the opportunity to book a 30-minute skin-care treatment for free if you want to while you're there.

There are some locations that have really nice private showers. So if you are at the end of a business trip and are getting ready to take a red eye home, you can stop and take a shower and put on your pajamas before you get on that flight. You know, there are some real things that are nice and convenient about these.

Rosin: Now, you talked about the post-pandemic crunch of travel. Like, there's a huge number more people traveling.

Mull: Post-pandemic travel is just a little bit different. The volume isn't that different. We are almost back to 2019 travel levels. But the thing that really changed, I think, is that post-pandemic, a lot of people signed up for these credit cards because I think a lot of people were planning to travel.

So after people got vaccinated and felt comfortable heading back out, you had all this pent-up demand among the more-affluent tier of people in the U.S., in particular. And they said, Well, if I was ever gonna get a travel-rewards credit card, now's the time to do it because I've got four weddings to go to, and I want to go see my family, and I've got this vacation that I've been dying to take. So you get this surge of people into these high-fee, very expensive credit cards that give you lounge access.

So you've got like a tier of people who are not business travelers, who are not the traditional road warriors, who may have a little bit more flexibility at work now, who may not be back in the office full-time, who may be allowed to work fully remote and from anywhere now. I sort of think of them as work-from-home travelers instead of work travelers. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mull: That sort of demand settled, I think, at a pretty high level. You have people who are just used to living like this now. And they don't want to sit at the gate with their legs propped up on their bag if they can avoid it, because they have the resources to get a fancy credit card and maybe sneak in and get some free food and some free drinks.

Rosin: I feel like what you're transmitting is that this is good. Like, this doesn't have any--does it have any knock-on effects on the rest of us travelers who aren't interested? The way you're describing it, it just solves a practical problem.

Mull: I think, largely, for travelers, I don't know if it's good, but I think it's not bad. There's no evidence that allowing parts of the airport to be used for these lounges prevents the airport overall from improving its infrastructure.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mull: LaGuardia Airport in New York, it just got done with a very long-term, very comprehensive renovation that made the entire airport nicer. So the investment of private businesses into these lounges and the investment of public money into making the airport nice for everyone can and do coexist.

And because airports are things that are used so disproportionately by a pretty small number of people, making things nicer that are mostly accessible to the people who are most frequently subject to the indignity of the airport doesn't really violate my sense of fairness. Like, these are the people who have to deal with the airport all the time. I'm fine with them having access to something slightly nicer. Because I don't travel that much. I can deal with it for less expensive tickets or whatever.

But then, the downsides are less travel related.

[Music]

Mull: That all of these amenities are so deeply mediated by credit cards creates some things that I think are not great in a larger sense. Because interchange fees are so important to all of these credit-card companies--which are the cut of money that the credit-card company takes every time that you swipe or tap your credit card--and because these lounges are accessible mostly to people who have the very high-fee premium cards (high-fee premium cards generally have higher interchange fees than, like, a lower-tier card or a debit card), they make purchases more expensive. Like, they add sort of a middleman fee onto a credit-card purchase. Largely, what that does is then retailers and service providers end up baking those fees into prices.

So even if you are not a person who has a high-fee card and gets access to all of these perks, you are still a person who pays the prices that these interchange fees create. And they--the theory goes at least, that they--help nudge prices upward, in order to finance the perks that are then enjoyed by this, like, very small tier of people.

Rosin: So, essentially, what you're saying is it spreads the costs to everyone. Like, somebody's got to pay for those airport lounges, somehow.

Mull: Right. The major downside of this happens outside the realm of travel.

These very high-fee cards have become so popular because there's so many more of them circulating now than there was in the past. That bakes in more expenses to every purchase that everybody makes because retailers and service providers who are pricing their goods need to consider that, like, 3 or 4 percent, maybe, of these purchases might not go into their pocket at all. It's going to go directly to the card issuer.

Rosin: Right. So that's why me, as a never lounger--I will probably remain a never lounger. Who knows? But that's why I should care about this.

Mull: I think that it is a sort of peek inside how prices actually get made for the goods and services that you buy. There's such huge demand for lounge access and lounge space that I really don't see this slowing down anytime soon. One of the only things that really could slow it down would be if financial regulators really came down heavy on interchange fees and capped them in some way.

If you take away that revenue source there, you take away the incentive to continue creating evermore luxurious perks for this particular tier of traveler. But otherwise, I think that we're going to see a lot more lounges.

Rosin: Right, right. Well, Amanda, I don't know what to say. Thank you for going to all these luxury airport lounges so we don't have to. That doesn't quite work. But thank you for talking about them with me.

Mull: Of course. Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. It was edited by Andrea Valdez, fact-checked by Yvonne Kim, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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An Emersonian Guide to Taking Control of Your Life

The great American thinker never pretended that true independence of mind was easy, but he made a thrilling case for its rewards.

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.

Sometimes, you can feel as though no one wants you to think for yourself. All day, every day, through our devices, news-media diets, and social-media accounts, we are inundated with others' opinions on all matters. Politicians, corporations, media figures, strangers, and friends tell us what to do and think. To be a good and right-thinking person, you must vote for this, believe in that, buy this, hate that.

Have you ever fantasized about somehow rejecting all of that--blocking out the noise and focusing on your own thoughts and judgments? If so, you are hungering for what Aristotle called autarkeia, or "self-sufficiency," which he believed is a requirement for true happiness. By this, he did not mean doing everything for yourself, such as growing all your own food or removing your own appendix. He meant making your own choices about your life and welfare, based on your independent beliefs and convictions. Or, as the psychologist Roy Baumeister puts it, developing "a reliance on internal resources to provide life with coherence (meaning) and fulfillment."

Ample evidence exists to show that a lack of such self-sufficiency is very bad for you. Scholars have found, for example, that the young adults who are the most prone to depression and substance use are the least self-sufficient. It also stands to reason that most of us could benefit from more independence.

The challenge is how to achieve it. Luckily for us, a famous American philosopher focused on exactly that question and left us the guide to self-reliance he wrote in 1841. Read it, and you might just find the self-determining freedom you crave.

Arthur C. Brooks: You're not perfect

Ralph Waldo Emerson was a philosopher, poet, erstwhile Unitarian minister, and, in fact, a founder of this magazine. He was also a notorious freethinker, remarkably unburdened by the conventions of his time. Arguably his most celebrated work is a long essay titled, plainly, "Self-Reliance." This is his how-to instructional on making your own way in a world that prefers you to fall in line.

The essay, which has thrilled my heart ever since I was a young man, was so controversial in its time that Emerson's own aunt condemned it as a "strange medley of atheism and false independence." The reputation it has gained over the years suggests that she was much mistaken. From "Self-Reliance," we can derive Emerson's lessons for living with full realization of personal autonomy that stand up remarkably well to modern research. Here are eight key principles that reflect both his wisdom and our own social science to help you build your self-reliant life.

1. Maintain your privacy.
 "My life is for itself and not for a spectacle," Emerson writes. "I much prefer that it should be of a lower strain, so it be genuine and equal, than that it should be glittering and unsteady." If Emerson believed this in the 1840s, imagine what he would think today in an era of unrestrained sharing of one's private life via social media. In fact, researchers studying Iranian adolescents found a strong tendency toward destructive oversharing of personal information on these platforms, which can be associated with anxiety, attention-seeking, and social-media addiction. Keep your private life, well, private.

2. Don't conform to anyone else's thinking.
 The most important message of "Self-Reliance" comes in this line: "Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist." Emerson believed that even if you agree with the prevailing conventional wisdom, you must still exercise skepticism. Think and act independently, because to embrace the wisdom of any party or clique is to don what amounts to a "prison-uniform." Certainly, you need to be aware that going your own way can have costs. Scientists have shown in experiments that the pain of feeling rejected is processed in the same brain region as physical pain--suggesting that rejection can seem physically painful. As Emerson acknowledges, "For nonconformity the world whips you with its displeasure." And that leads to the next lesson.

3. Don't be afraid to walk alone.
 There is a way to deal with the fear of others' disapproval. Writing in the journal Psychophysiology in 2016, researchers showed that people perceive a threat when they disagree with a group and their goal is to fit in. But when they set a goal of individuality instead, the disagreement from the group is perceived as a challenge, which is positive. Stop trying to fit in and you will no longer feel hurt when you don't. As Emerson writes, "The great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with perfect sweetness the independence of solitude."

4. Choose a life of self-discipline.
 Walking your own path in life means doing your own work to be happy and successful. But no one will carry you--which leads to Emerson's fourth lesson. "Instead of the gong for dinner," he writes, "let us hear a whistle from the Spartan fife." In other words, instead of expecting to be served with comforts, you should be prepared to deal with some privation--and be better for it. Today, social scientists would say Emerson is talking about having grit, the quality identified by the psychologists Angela L. Duckworth and Lauren Eskreis-Winkler of choosing to pursue long-term goals with passion and perseverance, even when they prove difficult. Gritty people tend to be successful in life; they are also happier. Once again, this isn't the easy route in life--but that's the point.

5. Admire virtue; pay no attention to vice.
 You might be tempted to think that Emerson advocates abandoning all admiration of others. He does not; he simply argues for hardheaded discrimination between what is good and true, and everything else. "If you are noble, I will love you," he writes, but "if you are not, I will not hurt you and myself by hypocritical attentions." In other words, admire noble, good people, and give your attention only to what edifies and uplifts you. Psychologists have found that moral admiration of others may spur more positive qualities in yourself. Anything that is trivial, immoral, or silly is not even worth condemning; you should erase it utterly from your life.

6. Be willing to change your mind.
 Most people are loath to appear inconsistent, and hate to admit having changed their minds. They fear that doing so makes them appear weak or unserious--or, worse, hypocritical. Emerson dismisses this fear in "Self-Reliance," leading to its most famous line: "A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines." He advocates saying what you believe without apology, whether it is consistent with what you believed yesterday or not. Just say, "I changed my mind," because the research shows this can make you a less anxious person and thus happier.

7. Do not lie, including to yourself, no matter how much it hurts to tell the truth.
 This instruction is a hard but important one for self-sufficiency. You can make your own decisions and form your own beliefs only "by speaking the truth," which Emerson calls "the state of war." This is not as hyperbolic as it may sound: Research suggests that the path of least resistance in life involves a lot of prevarication toward others and even with ourselves. To be truly self-reliant, we must stand up to this tendency, and be able to say, "I disagree with you" when we do, or "I dislike my life" when, deep down, we know this to be true.

8. Don't be a "city doll."
 Emerson had a particular aversion to the way modern institutions domesticate us and render us dependent and helpless. "If the finest genius studies at one of our colleges, and is not installed in an office within one year afterwards," he writes, "it seems to his friends and to himself that he is right in being disheartened." He goes on to contrast this soft desk jockey with the "sturdy lad" from the countryside who builds his own life as he sees fit, and "always, like a cat, falls on his feet." To Emerson, the young yeoman is worth "a hundred of these city dolls."

The metaphorical message he intends is that you should not rely on any external institution for your happiness--and this has long been confirmed by researchers who have shown that seeking happiness from without usually leads to frustration. Instead, seek your happiness within--and build your own best life strictly according to your own specifications.

Ralph Waldo Emerson: The president's proclamation

To make all of these precepts as practical as possible, here are the eight succinct Emersonian rules for self-reliance that I try to remember. You, too, may find them helpful to monitor your behavior and conscience, and to check how self-reliant you're managing to be.

1. Be a private person; never share details of your life with total strangers.
 2. Don't conform to any conventional wisdom; question everything.
 3. Make independence your goal; walk alone when necessary.
 4. Don't take the easiest path; choose to do hard things.
 5. Get the cultural garbage out of your life; focus only on what edifies you.
 6. Change your mind as you see fit; make no apologies for doing so.
 7. Commit to complete honesty; this includes honesty with yourself.
 8. Do not count on external forces for your happiness; look within.


Living by this code is not an easy path, which is why few people really follow it. But in a messy world where the majority of people are just going along and getting along, you will find it well worth trying to do so.

As if to acknowledge the difficulty and loneliness that can be involved with choosing self-reliance, Emerson concludes his essay with one more pensee to give you strength on your solitary journey: "Nothing can bring you peace but yourself. Nothing can bring you peace but the triumph of principles." Amen.
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Open the Door Wider for Refugees

I'm here today only because of the kindness of strangers who fought to open the door for those fleeing unthinkable circumstances. Others should have the same chance.

by Ilhan Omar




Of the many titles I hold--congresswoman, mother, sister, organizer--one represents a part of my identity that I hold particularly close to my heart: refugee.

People frequently come up to me and share their own refugee stories. We immediately ask each other how long it has been since arriving in the United States. In my case, it's been 29 years since my family and I were given a golden ticket to start a new life in America as refugees.

We escaped war in Somalia and found refuge at the Utange camp in Kenya. During my four years living in a refugee camp with little food or water, I saw the best and worst of humanity. I witnessed the joy of a mother welcoming a baby safely into the world, despite the odds stacked against her. I witnessed the death of friends and family members in a camp where malaria, dysentery, and respiratory diseases were rampant. I am grateful that I made it out alive. But I would not be here without the generosity of the Kenyan people, the resolute efforts of UN workers, the help of resettlement organizations such as Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service, and the welcoming spirit of the American people who gave me and my family a second chance at life.

Right now, the world is facing an unprecedented displacement crisis, as conflicts and catastrophes in the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and Asia displace tens of millions of people from their homes. I'm here today only because of the kindness of strangers who fought to open the door for those fleeing unthinkable circumstances. And that's why today, as we observe World Refugee Day, I am calling on President Biden to raise the refugee admissions cap, and allow more to enter the United States.

Not long after taking office, the president raised the admissions cap to 125,000, an important step in the right direction. But that number is still too small. Even worse, we have routinely failed to meet the cap. President Biden has called the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program "a statement about who we are, and who we want to be." I want us to be a country that lives up to our values of opening our arms during times of global catastrophe--both by raising the cap, and by ensuring that we actually admit the number of refugees it authorizes.

The horrific civil war in Sudan has displaced an estimated 10 million people, including almost 2 million who have fled to neighboring countries. Many of them have sought refuge in Ethiopia, which itself still has more than 1 million people forcibly displaced by the conflict and atrocities in Tigray. More than 1 million Rohingya are living in Bangladesh within a refugee camp in Cox's Bazar that has become a hotbed for forced recruitment of child soldiers and other human-rights violations. Massive numbers of people have fled wars in Syria and Ukraine, and economic and security collapses in Venezuela and Haiti. Global strife, economic uncertainty, and the climate crisis seem likely to fuel even higher levels of forced migration in the years ahead.

The systems in place, both in the U.S. and at the international level, are clearly inadequate to meet the scale of the displacement we are seeing around the world. Not only is it crucial to raise the refugee admissions cap; we also need an international treaty for migration worldwide, like the Paris Agreement on climate change, except binding on its signatories. We must create a system that is based on the human rights of migrants; that is mindful of the disparate experiences that migrant women, children, and LGBTQ people face; and that recognizes that every country on Earth has its role to play in establishing a more just, efficient, and humane way for people to exercise their freedom of movement.

As we work toward that larger goal, the United States must work to improve its own system for handling refugees. People who make the gut-wrenching decision to flee their home to escape brutal violence, as my family did, do not pause to consider whether Title 42 will impede their ability to enter the U.S. They do not check to see what amendments are going to be offered in the House of Representatives, watch a little bit of a Senate floor debate, or read through press statements from the White House. They flee because they have to. They come to our borders because they have no other option. There is no level of cruelty and no number of condescending warnings placed on billboards in Guatemala or anywhere else that will prevent parents from protecting their family.

The Biden administration has shown creativity and flexibility in creating parole programs for Ukrainians, Haitians, Cubans, and Venezuelans. These are not perfect solutions, but they have been successful at reducing border encounters for people from those countries, and they have demonstrated that we have the ability to welcome people in large numbers through orderly and safe processes. We should do the same for Sudanese and Ethiopians, at a minimum. But even more than that, we should work toward establishing comprehensive legal pathways that enable people to arrive in the United States without risking their life or paying human traffickers their entire savings just to be detained at the border and deported.

Fixing our immigration system is not merely a matter of basic morality, although it is that. It is also the right way to address the very real problems that are created when millions of people mass at designated ports of entry and then are either detained or sent to overstretched cities around the country. As heated as the debate over the veracity of asylum claims has become, the very fact that so many people are seeking asylum shows us that many people are trying to arrive here legally. We should give them the opportunity to do so.

And we must reject the cynicism of those who indulge in xenophobia, or promise to close immigration pathways, because they believe that those positions will prove politically advantageous. Untold numbers of people around the world are counting on us to do the right thing. I dreamed of one day living in the United States when I was huddled in a refugee camp; today millions of children are dreaming the same dream, of living in a country that promises peace and opportunity. I hope that the door that saved my life can be opened even wider.
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Americans With Food Allergies Are Getting a Bad Deal

Ingredient labels are often vague, misleading, or just plain wrong. It doesn't have to be this way.

by Carolyn Beans




This article was originally published by Undark Magazine.

When Ina Chung, a Colorado mother, first fed packaged foods to her infant, she was careful to read the labels. Her daughter was allergic to peanuts, dairy, and eggs, so products containing those ingredients were out. So were foods with labels that said they "may contain" the allergens.

Chung felt like this last category suggested a clear risk that wasn't worth taking. "I had heard that the ingredient labels were regulated. And so I thought that that included those statements," Chung says. "Which was not true."

Precautionary allergen labels like those that say "Processed in a facility that uses milk or may contain fish" are meant to address the potential for cross-contact. For instance, a granola bar that doesn't list peanuts as an ingredient could still say they may be included. And in the United States, these warnings are voluntary and not regulated; companies can use whatever precautionary phrasing they choose on any product. Some don't use any labels, even in facilities where unintended allergens slip in; others list allergens that may pose little risk. Robert Earl, the vice president of regulatory affairs at the nonprofit Food Allergy Research & Education, or FARE, has even seen labels that include all nine common food allergens. "I would bet my bottom dollar not all of those allergens are even in the facility," he says.

So what are the roughly 20 million people with food allergies in the U.S. supposed to do with these warnings? Should they eat that granola bar or not?

Recognizing this uncertainty, food-safety experts, allergy advocates, policy makers, and food producers are discussing how to demystify precautionary allergen labels. One widely considered solution is to restrict warnings to cases where visual or analytical tests demonstrate that there is enough allergen to actually trigger a reaction. Experts say the costs to the food industry are minimal, and some food producers across the globe, including in Canada, Australia, Thailand, and the United States, already voluntarily take this approach. But in the U.S., where there are no clear guidelines to follow, consumers are still left wondering what each individual precautionary allergen label even means.

Pull a packaged food off an American store shelf, and the ingredients label should say if the product intentionally contains one of nine recognized allergens. That's because, in 2004, Congress granted the FDA the power to regulate labeling of eight major food allergens: eggs, fish, milk, crustaceans, peanuts, tree nuts, soybeans, and wheat. In 2021, sesame was added to the list.

But the language often gets murkier further down the label, where companies may include precautionary allergen labels, also called advisory statements, to address the fact that allergens can unintentionally wind up in foods at many stages of production. Perhaps wheat grows near a field of rye destined for bread, for instance, or peanuts get lodged in processing equipment that later pumps out chocolate-chip cookies. Candy manufacturers, in particular, struggle to keep milk out of dark chocolate.

Because the declarations are voluntary, the FDA offers no labeling guidance beyond saying that "advisory statements should not be used as a substitute for adhering to current good manufacturing practices and must be truthful and not misleading."

Companies can choose when to use these warnings, which vary widely. For example, a 2017 survey conducted by the FDA and the Illinois Institute of Technology of 78 dark-chocolate products found that almost two-thirds contained an advisory statement for peanuts; of those, only four actually contained the allergen. Meanwhile, of 18 bars that carried no advisory statement for peanuts specifically, three contained the allergen. (One product that was positive for peanuts did warn more generally of nuts, but the researchers noted that this term is ambiguous.) Another product that tested positive included a nut warning on one lot but not on another. Individual companies also select their own precautionary-label phrasing.

For consumers, the inconsistency can be confusing, says Ruchi Gupta, a pediatrician and the director of the Center for Food Allergy & Asthma Research at Northwestern University's Feinberg School of Medicine. In 2019, Gupta and her colleagues asked approximately 3,000 U.S. adults who have allergies, or care for someone who does, about how different precautionary-allergen-label phrases make a difference when they are considering whether to buy a particular food. About 85 percent said that they never purchase products with a "may contain" warning. Fewer than half reported avoiding products with labels suggesting that they were manufactured in a facility that also processes an allergen, even though some studies suggest that the wording of a precautionary allergen label does not always reflect the actual risk level. "People are making their own decisions on what sounds safe," Gupta says.

Read: Is it really safe to give babies peanut butter?

When Chung learned that advisory labels are unregulated, she experimented with ignoring them when her then-toddler really wanted a particular food. When her daughter developed hives after eating a cereal labeled "May contain peanuts," Chung went back to heeding warnings of peanut cross-contact but continued ignoring the rest.

"A lot of families just make up their own rules," she says. "There's no way to really know exactly what you're getting."

Most countries don't regulate precautionary allergen labels, but many food-safety experts are exploring how they could. One popular tactic hinges on thresholds: the smallest amount of an allergen that could prompt an allergic reaction. If food producers abide by thresholds, the theory goes, they could restrict labels to products that contain allergens at or above this level.

Allergen sensitivities vary widely. To determine thresholds that would protect most people, researchers combine data from thousands of individual oral food challenges, in which an allergist presents a patient with increasing doses of an allergen until they have a reaction or have consumed a meal-size portion.

In 2022, an expert committee convened by the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Health Organization established thresholds for key allergens; the large majority of consumers with food allergies would not react at levels below these thresholds. The list initially included all allergens recognized in the U.S. except soy, and additionally broke tree nuts into specific examples--walnut, pecan, cashew, pistachio, almond, hazelnut. In 2023, the committee also established thresholds for additional allergens such as celery and soy.

That year, the committee also made recommendations on how policy makers could use the thresholds to regulate precautionary allergen labels. "It is critical that companies incorporate appropriate quality control, hygiene and risk mitigation practices into their overall allergen control programs," Joseph Baumert, an FAO/WHO expert committee member, wrote in an email. Baumert is the director of the Food Allergy Research and Resource Program, an industry-funded consortium between the University of Nebraska at Lincoln and more than 100 member companies.

Companies, the recommendations suggest, should then be required to quantify the unintended allergens in products. This could include visual inspections for allergens such as whole sesame seeds, and using laboratory techniques to determine how much protein from an allergen is present. Taking into account how much of a food a person is likely to eat, the food producer should then determine whether an allergen's concentration exceeds the recommended threshold-based limit; products with concentrations higher than this limit would have a label, whereas others would not. And all of the labels would need a single, standardized phrase.

A system like this "would be helpful for so, so many," Chung says.

The FAO/WHO's Codex Committee on Food Labelling, which helps set international food-labeling standards, may use the recommendations in developing its guidance on precautionary allergen labels. If adopted, many countries will follow the recommendations, predicts Marjan van Ravenhorst, who directs Allergenen Consultancy B.V. in the Netherlands.

But some companies already use thresholds for precautionary labels through the Voluntary Incidental Trace Allergen Labelling Program. Though VITAL was developed in Australia and New Zealand, companies headquartered in many countries, including the U.S., Canada, the United Kingdom, France, South Africa, and Thailand, have also subscribed, according to the food-safety specialist Jasmine Lacis-Lee, the president of the board of directors for Allergen Bureau, an industry-operated not-for-profit that runs the voluntary labeling program. In Switzerland, precautionary allergen labels are required when an allergen's protein levels reach a concentration greater than 1,000 parts per million. Japan requires companies to list unintended allergens on the ingredients list itself whenever they are detected above an exceedingly low threshold.

Meanwhile, in the Netherlands, a mandatory threshold-based system will become fully enforced in 2026, and will require advisory labels when allergen concentrations surpass the thresholds recommended by the FAO/WHO committee. If there is no risk of an allergen, companies will not be able to use precautionary allergen labels.

A threshold-based approach should not have a major impact on the cost of food production, Lacis-Lee says. When it comes to implementing a VITAL risk assessment, she adds, "most businesses producing food should already be doing the vast majority of what is required."

Exactly how often allergen testing is required under the threshold-based system depends on a facility's risk level, says van Ravenhorst, who helped write the guidelines for the Netherlands' new advisory-statement requirements: "If you only cut vegetables, and there is no allergen in your facility, it's insane to test for different allergens every week."

One concern about standardizing precautionary allergen labels is consumer comfort level. The FAO/WHO thresholds are designed to protect about 95 percent of an allergic population from an allergic reaction. Up to five percent could still react to allergens at levels so low that they fall under the threshold, at which point using a precautionary label would be against the rules. Of these individuals, some could experience mild to moderate anaphylaxis, but there are no confirmed reports of fatal anaphylaxis from allergens at or below the thresholds, according to the 2023 FAO/WHO report.

The report suggests that this system would improve safety for allergic consumers. Currently, unintended allergens can exist at higher levels without warning; with the proposed system, foods with allergens above the threshold would all carry a label.

Not offering a precautionary label when you know that an allergen is there, even at very low levels, can feel difficult, says van Ravenhorst, who herself has several allergies. But she feels that there's a balance between overuse of labeling and protection: "We want to be informed when there is a real risk."

Gupta's team recently surveyed U.S. allergists for their thoughts on precautionary allergen labels, including whether thresholds should be used; a similar survey for people with allergies is in the works. Gupta wonders whether consumers might prefer a system in which each food label states whether allergens are entirely absent, present above a threshold, or present below a threshold. But she's already concerned that this alternative would most benefit those who know their sensitivity levels from allergist visits, which may leave out many patients. Her research shows that low-income caregivers of children with allergies spend less on specialist appointments. She worries: "Will it cause a bigger divide?"

Read: The overuse of allergy tests

Some U.S. companies would likely welcome more guidance on advisory labeling, Baumert said. In keeping with the Food Safety Modernization Act, most already have allergen-control plans, which include monitoring for unintended allergens. Most food companies, for example, do some analytical work to confirm that their cleaning procedures are effective--for instance, when they switch from a recipe that contains an allergen to one that doesn't.

But according to some companies, the current guidelines make it difficult to respond when producers are unable to eliminate traces of unintended allergens. Looking for a way out of a regulatory gray zone, some even opt to include allergens in recipes so that they can follow clearer guidelines. After Congress declared sesame a major food allergen in 2021, for example, the seed became a listed ingredient in many foods that people with sesame allergies previously enjoyed.

"This addition of sesame would likely not be needed if FDA would establish allergen thresholds or otherwise set forth clear guidance as to when advisory or precautionary labeling (i.e. "may contain" statements) may be used," Eric Dell, the president and CEO of the American Bakers Association, wrote in a May 2023 letter to select congressional members.

When it comes to precautionary allergen labels, "we recognize that the extensive use of these statements may be confusing to consumers, and we are considering conducting some consumer research in this area," an FDA spokesperson, Enrico Dinges, wrote in an email.

In January 2024, the FDA published draft guidance for the industry; in it, the agency acknowledged that there may be situations where food producers, even after following good allergen-management practices, cannot assure consumers that food is safe, and therefore should include labeling "that discloses the possible unintended allergen presence in the food."

But the agency stopped short of universal recommendations on exactly how to determine whether an unintended allergen presents enough risk to warrant an advisory statement. There's a need for clarity on the FDA's expectations for precautionary allergen labels, Baumert said: "I think we've gotten further on an international basis than we have currently here in the U.S."

Meanwhile, American families are left to interpret allergen-advisory labels alone. Chung's daughter is now 6 years old, and the family no longer follows precautionary peanut labels. The change came after Chung learned of a 2021 review paper suggesting that half of people with peanut allergies can eat about half a peanut without reacting. Based on her daughter's reaction history, Chung felt that her then-5-year-old could likely handle trace amounts too, because a severe allergic response seemed unlikely. So Chung took a chance and let her try a granola bar that her brother loved, despite the fact that the wrapper suggested it might contain peanuts. The response: no reaction. She really wanted it, Chung says, who recalls thinking: "If it's safe, how wonderful would that be?"
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The Schools That Are No Longer Teaching Kids to Read Books

"It didn't even feel like learning."

by Xochitl Gonzalez

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


Recently, an old friend of mine from elementary school ran a hand over my bookshelf, stopped, and said, "You stole this."

"I did not!"

"Yes, you did. You totally stole it from school."

She pulled out my copy of The Once and Future King, and showed me the inside of the front cover. It was stamped: Board of Education, City of New York.

Okay, so I stole it. But I had a good reason. I loved that book so much; I couldn't bear to return it to the school library.

My grade-school memories are full of books: bulletin boards that tracked the class read-a-thons, hand-written book reports, summer-reading lists. But a student growing up, as I did, in New York City's District 20, will have a very different experience today. The city has adopted a new literacy regimen under which many public elementary schools are, in effect, giving up the teaching of books--storybooks, narrative nonfiction books, children's chapter books--altogether. The curriculum is part of an initiative from the Eric Adams administration called, ironically, NYC Reads.

Read: Why kids aren't falling in love with reading

Plummeting reading comprehension is a national problem, but it's particularly acute in New York City. Half of its third to eighth graders--and 60 percent of those who are Black and Latino--cannot read at grade level. Although COVID drove those numbers down, a big factor has been the much-lambasted pedagogical method known as balanced literacy, which grew out of Columbia University's Teachers College. Embraced by the city and then much of the nation back in 2003, balanced literacy attempted to teach kids to read not through phonics, but by exposing them to books of their choice in order to foster a love of reading. The appalling literacy numbers speak volumes about the efficacy of this approach.

Elementary schools are now replacing balanced literacy with a different pedagogy, called the science of reading, based on a large body of research finding that learning to read and write well requires phonics, vocabulary development, and content and context comprehension. The Adams administration announced NYC Reads in May 2023 to make sure that schools followed through with this proven approach. "The data shows that young readers learn best when there is explicit phonics instruction, and a young reader cannot experience the joys of reading if they do not know how to read," a spokesperson for the city's public schools told me. So far, so good. The schools were given three curricula to choose from, and each district's superintendent was to make a decision after conferring with principals and parents. Half of the city's districts were selected for Phase 1 of the rollout and had to adopt a curriculum immediately. Phase 2 schools begin their new curriculum this September.

Although all three curricula are rooted in the science of reading and have met the standards of EdReports--an independent curriculum reviewer--they are not created equal. One, called EL Education, implements the science of reading by using fiction and nonfiction books, such as Hey, Little Ant and The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, to teach students not just to read, but also to talk about real-world issues. Another, called the Wit & Wisdom curriculum, also uses books, such as Stone Soup and Ruby Bridges Goes to School, to "pique curiosity" in students.

But the third, called Into Reading, replaces individual books with one textbook for each grade, all called myBook.

The myBooks are filled with lessons on phonics for younger kids and then, as the grades go up through elementary school, with reading content made up of excerpts of longer narrative texts. MyBook is what is known in education circles as a "decodable text," but one mom I spoke with, Alina Lewis, likened it to a "Dick and Jane reader." Where kids used to read and discuss whole books, they now get a few paragraphs at a time and then are prompted to answer a question. Reading has been distilled to practicing for a comprehension exam.

Beginning in September, this is what the majority of elementary-school kids in New York City will be doing. More than two-thirds of its school districts selected the Into Reading curriculum. For those kids, learning to read will no longer revolve around books.

Both the publisher behind Into Reading, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, and the city's department of education rejected the idea that this curriculum does away with books. "It is blatantly untrue that any of the curriculum options under NYC Reads eliminates engaging with whole books," the city spokesperson told me, adding that "80 percent of the selections within Into Reading are full-length kids books." An HMH spokesperson quoted the same statistic to me.

What, exactly, were they referring to? If 80 percent of myBook were made up of cover-to-cover books, no child's backpack could handle it. In part they seemed to be counting books that a teacher might make available to students. "Into Reading incorporates multiple opportunities for kids to read full-length books at every grade level," the publisher's spokesperson wrote in an email. "This includes whole books that are reproduced within the student myBook but also book club/small group novel reading, classroom library reading selections for small and independent reading opportunities, and read-aloud full book selections." But teachers, parents, and students say that, in practice, the curriculum doesn't leave much time for such opportunities.

When I asked for examples of books that were included within myBook itself, the city spokesperson pointed to Kitoto the Mighty, by Tololwa M. Mollel, for fourth grade. Let me tell you: I have now read Kitoto the Mighty. It's lovely, but it's basically a picture book. It's a far cry from a chapter book that builds reading stamina like, say, Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing--or a chapter-book series like Alvin Ho that might keep kids devouring book after book for weeks.

One sunny day in the spring of 2023, before the Adams mandate went into effect, I hopped on the train not toward Manhattan, as usual, but farther into Brooklyn. I was heading to speak to a fifth-grade writing class at P.S. 503 in Sunset Park, close to where I grew up. The principal, Nina Demos, and I had been first-grade classmates, and had been in touch off and on throughout our lives.

P.S. 503 is located in District 20, the same district that Demos and I had attended as girls. It is now, as it was then, composed primarily of lower-income, Latino families, many of them recent immigrants. When I visited, the students had been writing their own books--graphic novels or chapter books about Latino superheroes, or immigrant kids who missed their old soccer team. We talked about the difference between imagining a draft and the work of revision. They read passages from their stories and peppered me with questions about writing a novel and what Sunset Park was like when I was a kid.

But that was before the new curriculum, which District 20 began teaching in September. Theoretically, Into Reading gives teachers some independence to shape their own classes, but in District 20, teachers and parents say, the rollout has been draconian. Teachers have been subject to constant evaluation to ensure that they are teaching Into Reading purely, while students face frequent assessments to ensure that they're meeting each benchmark. Little room is left over for class visitors or story time or exploratory reading.

Alina Lewis is a District 20 parent--her children go not to P.S. 503 but to the district's gifted-and-talented school, called Brooklyn School of Inquiry--and she has led a fierce opposition to the new curriculum. She told me how the first year under Into Reading went at BSI: "They'd come in from the [Department of Education], and they'd literally go into the classrooms and make sure there were no remnants" of the old style of teaching.

BSI was an outlier: Before the switch, more than 85 percent of students were already reading at or above grade level. The data for this year aren't in yet, but the student reviews are: They miss books. And they're bored.

At a DOE forum in March, students from BSI's middle school testified about their experience with the Into Reading curriculum. "It didn't even feel like learning," Carlo Murray said. It "felt like the state test prep that we do every year."

"We are this far into the school year," Kira Odenhal said, "and unfortunately we are only reading our second whole book."

Though the city's spokesperson told me that decisions were made after "a rigorous engagement process with superintendents and communities," many District 20 parents felt blindsided by the new curriculum. When BSI's principal announced the district's choice at the school's May PTA meeting, Lewis told me, "the parents went nuts; we flipped out."

Lewis was well-versed in all three curricula. A former teacher and school administrator, she was a doctoral candidate in educational theory and practice when the mandate came down. Equipped with her experience and research skills, and without a 9 to 5 to tie her down, Lewis organized a campaign to obtain a waiver for Brooklyn School of Inquiry. The students were so disenchanted with the new curriculum that enlisting other families to her cause was easy.

They wrote letters, met with the superintendent, attended meetings of the DOE--including the one in which children testified about missing books--and courted local press. And they won: This fall, Brooklyn School of Inquiry will be allowed to return to its own curriculum.

Few other Phase 1 schools have access to a parent with as much time and know-how as Lewis. If you look at a map of Phase 1, you'll see that it includes many districts in the city's most heavily immigrant, Black, and brown areas. Just a single district in Manhattan is in Phase 1, and it's the one that covers parts of Harlem, East Harlem, and Spanish Harlem. In Brooklyn, Phase 1 skipped over District 15, which includes wealthy Park Slope, and District 13, among the highest ranked in the city, which runs through the posh areas of DUMBO, Fort Greene, Clinton Hill, Prospect Heights, and what, to me, feels like the most gentrified slice of Bed-Stuy. I know because I live there.

"It's not an accident who is Phase 1 and Phase 2," Lewis told me. "I think we took them by surprise because they literally sought all the either Black and brown districts or the heavily immigrant districts. And they figured they'd be quiet."

The DOE disputes this. "The socioeconomic demographics of a district were not among the deciding factors," the department's spokesperson told me. Instead, districts were chosen for Phase 1 because they had had greater exposure to the new way of teaching already, she said: "The districts participating in Phase 2 were districts where fewer schools were familiar with the new curriculum and therefore benefited greatly from the additional training time." It's true that many teachers had already started relying on Into Reading. This is, in part, because during the pandemic, when teachers were scrambling for materials, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt made all of its courses free online. But the city's rationale raises the question: If the curriculum is so good, and many schools are already using it, why are their reading scores so low?

The rollout in District 13 will be very different from that of District 20. Being in Phase 2 gave the schools an extra year to carefully choose their curriculum. The superintendent, Meghan Dunn, held focus groups with parents, meetings with principals, and even sit-downs with representatives from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt and the nonprofit groups that created the other two curricula, so everyone could better understand which would align with the district's needs. Dunn met with at least one school's PTA to assure them that teachers would still have flexibility in implementing whatever was chosen.

That school, P.S. 11, like Brooklyn School for Inquiry, also had high reading rates, and parents were deeply concerned about fixing something that wasn't broken. Unlike many other affluent city school districts, District 13 is notably diverse, and wanted to be sure that the chosen curriculum would be sensitive to that. In January, Dunn sent parents a letter announcing that she had selected the EL Education curriculum and outlining the process behind the decision. She explained that teachers would begin curriculum training immediately--giving them an additional five months of professional development that teachers at Phase 1 schools were not afforded. Her letter closed with her commitment to fostering "proficiency and a love of reading and writing."

The Park Slope district went with Wit & Wisdom. So did District 2, the one that includes the Upper East Side. Not one of the city's three top-ranking districts selected Into Reading. But 22 of the city's 32 total districts did.

This is especially surprising given that a 2022 analysis by New York University had criticized Into Reading for lacking stories about or written by people of color. Across the grade-level texts, for every 100 main characters, only 18 were Black, 13 were Asian, and 12 were Latino. The texts "used language and tone that demeaned and dehumanized Black, Indigenous and characters of color, while encouraging empathy and connection with White characters," the report concluded. For a school system that is 65 percent Black or Hispanic, and 17 percent Asian, that is a pretty damning critique. (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt released a statement saying that the report was "deeply flawed" and "mischaracterizes Into Reading as a whole.")

How, then, to account for the popularity of this curriculum among school administrators? One answer might simply be good marketing. Another might be ease.

As a large corporation, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt was probably better positioned to advertise its curriculum than the nonprofits that own EL Education and Wit & Wisdom were. Into Reading was already familiar to many teachers because of its availability during the pandemic. Those who hadn't yet used it were likely reassured by its reputation as the easiest for teachers to unpack, which was a significant upside, given the short window Phase 1 schools had for teacher training.

When asked about this short window, the DOE replied that Phase 1 teachers all "received professional development throughout Spring 2023, with makeup sessions during the summer" and "individual coaching" through the school year. But teachers have been vocal about feeling unprepared, according to the education site Chalkbeat.

Into Reading is also the only curriculum available fully in English and Spanish, making it a reasonable choice for a school with a lot of ESL students (though this is a particularly cruel irony in light of the troubling findings about its racial bias).

P.S. 503 is not a gifted-and-talented school. Its student body includes ESL learners and students with learning disabilities. About 47 percent of its students score proficient in reading. This year, according to Demos, the principal, the data look comparable or slightly better than the year before. But she notes that that has been the case every year for the past nine years. Demos has criticisms of Into Reading, but she admitted that "there are aspects of it that I appreciate more than I thought I was going to." She said that its insistence on assessments and standards seems helpful for students who are reading close to, but not quite at, grade level. "And I do think that that is something that I feel is successful, and that we as a school need to reflect on. Like, were our practices in the past holding students in that category back? Has this curriculum helped us push the rigor for those students?"

The improvement among those mid-performing readers is proof that the shift away from balanced literacy toward a science-based approach is correct. But New York could have done so much better than this rushed rollout, the loss of teacher autonomy, and above all the depressing myBook itself.

"The requirements and the mandates are so excessive," Demos said, that teachers have no time to help students engage with books for pleasure. This was something the BSI students complained about during their public hearing. Demos recounted a parent saying that her child is "doing really well with this curriculum," but that the child wasn't having the experience of "falling in love with a series, falling in love with reading." (One wonders whether Houghton Mifflin Harcourt thought this through: Training the next generation out of the habit of reading books doesn't seem to be in a book publisher's best long-term interest.)

Read: How to show kids the joy of reading

When we were kids, I used to go over Demos's house, and we'd lie in her room and read. She introduced me to the Little House books. We'd talk about Laura and Mary Ingalls as if they were our friends, too, as if we lived not in Brooklyn but out there on the prairie. When Demos talks about kids losing their love of reading, the loss feels visceral to me. I had some amazing teachers over my years in public school, but I had some duds too. The books we read expanded my mind, regardless of who was in front of my class.

Knowing how to read is crucial, but loving to read is a form of power, one that helps kids grow into curious, engaged, and empathetic adults. And it shouldn't belong only to New York's most privileged students.
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Risking Everything to Lose Money

Why do professional athletes keep putting their careers in jeopardy just to bet on sports?

by Keith O'Brien




Professional athletes are now playing sports in a gamblers' world, and it isn't going well for them. In April, the NBA banned Jontay Porter, a 24-year-old role player for the Toronto Raptors and a younger brother of the Denver Nuggets star Michael Porter Jr., for allegedly wagering on NBA games, including his team's, and throwing his own performances to influence prop bets. Porter was the first active NBA player banned for gambling in 70 years, but he wasn't the only athlete facing banishment this spring. In June, Major League Baseball suspended four players for betting on games and banned a fifth, Tucupita Marcano, for life. Marcano's alleged sin: betting on hundreds of games, including 25 of his own team's.

What were these guys thinking? How could they throw away their childhood dream--and the chance at a long, lucrative career--by doing something so reckless? Porter was low paid by NBA standards, but he had made more than $2 million and stood to earn much more over the course of his career. Marcano's behavior is even more perplexing. Unlike Porter, he wasn't accused of trying to fix any outcomes; he was just betting a lot--and losing a lot, too. According to information released by MLB this month, Marcano began betting prolifically on baseball games after suffering a season-ending injury last July--and lost almost 96 percent of those bets. Risking everything to make money is one thing. Who risks everything to lose money?

Marcano's story illustrates an uncomfortable truth for professional sports: Elite male athletes are the precise demographic most likely to struggle with gambling problems. Medical research makes clear that young men have always been more prone to problem gambling; that young men with free time and easy access to gambling are at even greater risk; and that superconfident, supercompetitive young men may be most vulnerable of all. In short, as legalized gambling sweeps American sports--leagues are partnering with DraftKings, FanDuel, and BetMGM; teams are installing betting kiosks at the gates of stadiums; and advertisements encourage fans to place wagers on their phone in the middle of games--it seems sadly inevitable that we will see another Tucupita Marcano. Maybe lots of them.

Matthew Walther: The sports-betting boom is a moral disaster

"My reaction is: What did you think was going to happen?" Lia Nower, the director of the Center for Gambling Studies at Rutgers University, in New Jersey, told me. "You just blanket the country with all this opportunity to gamble on sports. All of these advertisements, enticements, inducements. And we know from the research literature that athletes in particular have higher rates of gambling problems."

Studies have consistently found that up to 6 percent of the population is predisposed to problem gambling. The share of young people, especially young men, is much higher. A prevalence study conducted last year at Rutgers found that New Jersey men reported problem gambling at twice the rate of women, people ages 18 to 44 were most likely to have a gambling disorder, and young men struggled to resist the allure of sports gambling in particular. It also found that people who wager on sports, as opposed to other forms of betting, are most likely to gamble often and dangerously. More than a third of sports gamblers--a category that skews heavily male and heavily young--could be classified as "high risk."

A growing body of research suggests that, when it comes to problem gambling, young male athletes are in a league of their own. A 2020 study of more than 1,400 elite athletes in Sweden, along with 400 coaches, found that 13 percent of the men were at risk for gambling problems, compared with just 2 percent of the women. A paper published the following year in the International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction reported that "gambling may present specific hazards to the elite athlete population." And according to Nower, researchers at the Center for Gambling Studies have two studies in the works analyzing athletes and coaches in New Jersey that reach similar conclusions.

This isn't just because young male athletes fall squarely into the demographic already predisposed to problem gambling. "Athletes have a unique constellation of personality factors," Nower said. "They tend to be high-performing. They tend to be A-type personalities. They tend to have higher risk profiles. Those are things that are associated with higher rates of action-oriented gambling."

Making things worse, successful athletes also believe that they can win--an adaptation that's essential to success in the world of competitive sports and disastrous in the world of betting. Athletes are prone to forming what Nower called "erroneous cognitions"--the belief that they can outsmart random chance. "You think that people who are inherently competitive, risk-taking, sensation-seeking individuals--who pride themselves on knowing a lot about sports--are not going to bet on sports?" Nower said.

Keith O'Brien: The Shohei Ohtani betting scandal won't be the last

Pro athletes have one big thing going for them: a consistent, loud signal from the leagues that employ them that gambling will not be tolerated. On some level, it's effective. Most pro athletes seem to understand that they have too much to lose by betting on sports. The same can't be said, sadly, of ordinary young men with gambling problems, whose struggles make no headlines but can be equally devastating.

At gambling helplines across the country, counselors say they field calls all the time from young men who are desperate, and afraid, and deep in debt. "The number of men I'm talking to has exploded," Valerie Tebbetts, who has been answering the phone for the Connecticut Council on Problem Gambling since early 2021, told me. Felicia Grondin, the executive director of the Council on Compulsive Gambling of New Jersey, told me that men account for 83 percent of all callers ages 25 to 34, and 100 percent of callers 24 and under.

Some of the men calling the helpline in New Jersey are so young, Grondin said, that their mothers join them on the line. Some are panicked, their voices cracking with emotion. Although their lives look nothing like the lives of the athletes who have gotten into trouble this spring, the two groups have one important thing in common: They don't know how to stop gambling.
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Has the DEI Backlash Come for Publishing?

A new study reveals positive changes since 2020. But can they last?

by Dan Sinykin, Richard Jean So




In July 2020, Lisa Lucas was hired as the publisher of Pantheon and Schocken Books, prestigious imprints of Penguin Random House. She was the first person of color to hold the post. Black Lives Matter was resurgent after the murder of George Floyd. Demand for books by Black authors had spiked. Publishing employees had organized a day of action to protest the industry's ongoing "role in systemic racism." Publishers, compelled to act, released statements, hired more diverse staff, and acquired books by writers of color. Two years later, Lucas anchored a feature essay in The New York Times about the changes in the industry. Maya Mavjee, Lucas's boss, was quoted as saying, "It's extraordinary how much she's managed to achieve in such a short time." But on May 20, 2024, Lucas was let go. The move, Mavjee wrote in a memo to employees, was "necessary for our future growth" (at the same time, Knopf's publisher, Reagan Arthur, was also laid off).

To many in publishing, Lucas's rise and fall has become the most revealing example of how quickly efforts at diversity in publishing can be rolled back in the name of economic realities. The TV writer and novelist Kashana Cauley responded on Bluesky to Lucas's ouster that it was "like watching a serial killer work. The George Floyd era is over and it's amazing how many people don't want us around." Lucas herself posted on X, "The only hard part is what I meant ... to Black writers."

The gains in diversity in recent years were real, and unprecedented. One of us--Richard--published a study in 2020, "Just How White Is the Book Industry?," showing how many more white authors of fiction than authors of color have been given opportunities by major publishers since 1950. (The study looks at adult fiction, excluding children's books and young-adult novels.) The final year of the study, 2018, was one of the best for authors of color, who wrote 11 percent of the books published that year. We have now replicated this survey for 2019 through 2023, looking at fiction published by Penguin Random House, HarperCollins, Simon & Schuster, and Macmillan (four of the Big Five; Hachette was excluded from the previous study, so we excluded it here too). To identify the racial identities of the authors of these novels, we worked alongside four research assistants, reading through biographies, interviews, and social-media posts. Each author was reviewed independently by two researchers. We also split off Black writers from all other writers of color (Indigenous, Asian, Latino, mixed race, multiracial, and biracial).

After examining a total of 1,730 novels written by 1,158 unique authors, we found that nonwhite writers of fiction more than doubled their share of published works in five years. Works by white writers dropped from 88 percent to 75 percent. This proportionality still falls short of reflecting the general population, but it is by far the biggest such change in U.S. literary history. Although these findings point to significant gains, they also demand that we reckon with what appears now to be the beginning of their reversal--and contemplate what can be done to avoid a seemingly inevitable cycle of retrenchment following any progress.

Publishing has long been a white business. In 1950, Zora Neale Hurston wrote "What White Publishers Won't Print," about the limited range of representation allowed for Black writers and their characters. After a small effort at diversification in the late '60s and early '70s, following the civil-rights movement, the status quo was restored; in 1981, Mel Watkins wrote in The New York Times that "not only are publishers not taking black writers on their 'own terms,' increasingly they are no longer taking them at all." Publishers Weekly asked in 1994, "Will an overwhelmingly white publishing industry remain a metaphorical house without doors, attracting neither minority workers to their employ nor minority audiences to their products?" The following year, the author and editor James Ledbetter wrote "The Unbearable Whiteness of Publishing" for The Village Voice. Notwithstanding a very gradual expansion of nonwhite writers on publishers' lists, little altered this status quo from 1995 to 2020.

Before the summer of 2020, literary agents describe difficulty placing work by nonwhite writers. Editors would offer stock phrases such as I just wouldn't really know how to break this out widely, which the agent Soumeya Bendimerad Roberts told us "spoke to discomfort, or a lack of institutional knowledge, about how to publish authors of color." Industry consensus recognized white women from the ages of 35 to 60 as publishing's primary market, which offered an alibi--often tacit, coded in professional pablum--for rejecting work by nonwhite writers. When Roberts successfully sold books by authors of color, she focused on "editorial strengths" and, crucially, deployed comparative titles, or comps, by successful white writers.

Comps are powerful in publishing. Publishers use them to better gauge the value of a prospective acquisition: Which titles from the past few years does it most resemble? Agents choose comps carefully because of the weight they're given when making a deal. The ubiquity of comps by white authors sustains white dominance and compels nonwhite writers to either play up marketable ethnic expectations or match a white standard. One study showed that from 2013 to 2019, more than 95 percent of the 500 most-used comps were by white authors. The paucity of nonwhite comps means there are far fewer paths by which a nonwhite writer can present a convincing case to an acquiring editor.

Read: The paradox of diversity trainings

Amber Oliver, who worked as an editor at Harper, thought at first that she had difficulty acquiring books by writers of color because she was an inexperienced assistant editor. "But," she told us, "after having been there over the years, trying to buy books that I knew were good and that I knew had a solid readership, that I had the comps for, I was still getting pushback." Her colleagues would say, "I just don't see it" or "There's already a book out there like this"--reasoning that felt to Oliver like a racial double standard. "How many books in this industry by white men are about the same thing that they continue to publish with no issues? Why can't that be the same for everyone?" In a PEN America report on diversity in publishing, Jenny Xu, an editor at Atria Books, calls this the "one is enough rule," described in the article as "the belief that books by authors of similar background that follow a similar theme or format are simply different versions of the same story--and that audiences are hungry for only one such story at a time."

Beginning in the summer of 2020, editors started to have a much easier time placing and acquiring books by nonwhite writers. "The biggest change was just an eagerness," Roberts said, "and an awareness of a market for writers of color." The comedian, actor, and writer Phoebe Robinson launched Tiny Reparations Books--dedicated to addressing the lack of diversity in publishing--in partnership with Plume, a division of Penguin Random House, in July 2020, and hired Oliver in August of that year. "They just really trusted me to do the job," said Oliver, who is now at Bloomsbury. "They gave me free rein to trust my taste and go after the projects that I thought were great." At Tiny Reparations, she acquired fiction by Black authors, such as Kai Harris's What the Fireflies Knew, LaToya Watkins's Perish, and Janelle M. Williams's Gone Like Yesterday.

Our data show that a broad range of imprints and editors supported the push for diversity--in terms of sheer numbers, the mainstream publishing imprints William Morrow, Riverhead Books, and Simon & Schuster led in putting out books by Black authors, alongside the Black-led imprints 37 Ink, Amistad, and Tiny Reparations.

Historically, what has been especially pernicious are the limitations publishers have placed on the kinds of stories Black writers in particular are permitted to publish. This is what Zora Neale Hurston wrote about in that 1950 essay, criticizing the simplistic stereotypes writers were coerced to perpetuate. Percival Everett satirized the enduring situation--the requirement for Black writers to write what white publishers considered to be "Black" books--in his 2001 novel Erasure, adapted by Cord Jefferson into the film American Fiction in 2023. Ironically, American Fiction critiqued the industry in its most diverse year to date, and at a moment of change on this particular front.

In recent decades, Black writers have largely been published in genres such as the historical novel, especially the neo-slave narrative (Charles Johnson, Edward P. Jones, Toni Morrison); the multigenerational saga (Yaa Gyasi, Gayl Jones, Alice Walker); romance, in various flavors (E. Lynn Harris, Terry McMillan, Sister Souljah); and satire (Paul Beatty, Mat Johnson, Colson Whitehead). These genres continue to thrive in work by Brit Bennett, Esi Edugyan, Sadeqa Johnson, Tara M. Stringfellow, Charmaine Wilkerson, and many others. But more room has opened for Black writers to work in genres such as horror (Megan Giddings, Bethany Morrow), suspense and thriller (Remi Adeleke, Connie Briscoe, Wanda M. Morris), fantasy (C. L. Clark, Marlon James), and science fiction (Maurice Broaddus, Temi Oh). Black women have taken up racial satire and made it specific to media industries (Zakiya Dalila Harris, Raven Leilani). And Black writers have taken up minor genres previously almost exclusive to white writers, such as the campus novel (J K Chukwu, Brandon Taylor), the recovery novel (Helen Elaine Lee), and the rock-and-roll novel (Jeff Boyd, Dawnie Walton).

The industry's increased appetite for racially diverse stories does not, by itself, solve the persistent dilemma nonwhite writers face--what Ismail Muhammad in a New York Times Magazine article has called "the Representation Trap." "A lot of editorial considerations were couched in a conversation about the author's identity," Roberts told us. "It's a vulnerable position." Representation sells, or at least that's the idea. When the industry is overwhelmingly white, when it conceives of its audience as principally white, when whiteness is embedded in its institutional workings, overcoming what Muhammad, drawing on a famous formulation by W. E. B. Du Bois, calls "the double consciousness that white supremacy imposes on the Black writer's psyche" is a struggle. But the expansion of the space for nonwhite writers in the literary field has made it easier. "There is a long way to go," Oliver said. "But there are definitely more opportunities. You could now do a slice-of-life narrative, whereas in before times, people might say, 'Oh, is that important enough?' Why do books by people of color always have to be important?"

The question now--made urgent by the dismissal of Lucas, followed a few weeks later by Hachette's laying off of Tracy Sherrod, who had been another of publishing's very few high-profile Black women--is whether the moment will last. We have good reason to think it won't. Two previous cycles left little changed. The first, the post-civil-rights-movement effort in the late 1960s, slowed considerably by the mid-'70s, leading, finally, to the departure of key figures such as Marie Brown from Doubleday in 1981 and Toni Morrison from Random House in 1983. The second began in the late '90s and petered out in the mid-2000s. Initial enthusiasm leads to a spate of hires and acquisitions of books by more diverse writers. But, as we learned through our historical research and our discussions with people in the field, those hires receive too little support and endure discrimination, and many leave--if they're not ousted first. Publishers announce the acquisitions brought in by editorial with fanfare. But publishers then fail to provide adequate investment in marketing, publicity, and sales; the titles underperform and, set up to fail, provide publishers with an excuse to disinvest. Looking to past eras of diversification in publishing, we find that the turning point comes about four years into the cycle, which is exactly where we are.

Lucas and Sherrod aren't the only Black staffers to quit or be let go this time around. Dana Canedy, who was hired in 2020 as the publisher of Simon & Schuster, left after two years. LaSharah Bunting left her position as an executive editor at Simon & Schuster, also after two years. Anthony Key, the director of multicultural marketing at Penguin Random House, moved to BET Media Group. Jennifer Baker was let go from her position as a senior editor at Amistad, about which she tweeted, "I'm mostly dismayed at how the authors I worked with have been disregarded." In February, The New York Times reported that the effort to diversify the ranks of those working in publishing has moved much slower than many had hoped, quoting a report that showed that the share of publishing positions occupied by white employees had dropped only modestly, from 76 percent in 2019 to 72.5 percent in 2023.

Read: American Fiction is more than a racial satire

Our data offer one big reason to hope that this time might be different: the volume. Previous cycles did not see nearly as large a burst in the sheer number of titles by writers of color as we have in the past few years. But publishing a wave of nonwhite writers is, in the grand scheme of things, relatively easy; reforming the industry so that it can support those writers and make the wave more than a passing one is hard. Already, initial sales figures have been disappointing, "leading certain publishers to conclude that the market was saturated," according to the Times. Our research and interviews lead us to believe that the market is saturated only if one defines the market as white women from 35 to 60. Publishing has failed to invest in the infrastructure needed to discover and develop the latent readership for these books. And many argue that the industry itself still isn't supportive of people of color in its ranks.

"The whisper network is still full of stories of people who haven't confronted their institutional biases, and those people can be very, very harmful for authors of color," Roberts said. Diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts have their limits. The DEI lead at a major publishing house told PEN, "I can do microaggression training until the end of the day," but "that's not really going to change the actual representation." They contended that what will bring change is "making serious concessions within the traditional budgets," especially when it comes to marketing, publicity, and sales. Regina Brooks, the president of Serendipity Literary Agency, speaking of the underperformance of many of the first books acquired in 2020 and 2021, told the Times that there was nothing wrong with the books themselves: "They were just books that the publishing industry didn't have the internal structure to sell."

The industry needs to hire more nonwhite staffers in marketing, publicity, and sales. Oliver said that the lack of representation in these departments "means that they cannot reach the readers that the book needs to go to unless they're being directed by someone from that community." All too often, Oliver has found herself the "one Black editor" with "a team of white people" around her. This can lead to situations like the one experienced by one of Roberts's authors, who "went on a book tour, and aside from the launch, where she requested the bookseller, all of the audiences and booksellers were white."

That book tour points to a deeper systemic problem. Because publishers have long assumed that white women are their primary market, investment in building other readerships has been inhibited. They have seldom carried out the kinds of market research, for example, that would improve their ability to discover books for readers of different backgrounds. Industry assumptions and the lack of research are exacerbated by infrastructural segregation such that, for example, Circana BookScan, the main source for sales figures, undercounts Black book consumers because many of them buy books from places that escape BookScan's reach. Many people we spoke with for this article believe that there is a latent but untapped audience for books by writers of color. There are hundreds of African American book clubs in the United States. The Asian American Book Club, a national organization, launched in February. The industry needs to invest in research and build relationships with bookstores, libraries, schools, and reading groups in Black communities.

Creating a world in which writers of color thrive ought to be embraced as a long-term project. Many people on the ground are working toward such a world. But it won't happen unless executives follow suit. We have good reason to suspect that publishing has reached a high-water mark for Black representation. But this doesn't have to be the limit. We believe that performing data audits like ours is a powerful way to hold publishers to account, not only to readers and workers but to themselves: to keep them from repeating the cycles of the past by seeing beyond the shortsighted demands of short-term financial growth toward a more flourishing literary culture for all.

Additional research by Nia Judelson, Dez Miller, Matthew Miller, and Em Nordling.
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What to Watch, Read, and Listen To Today

Three <em>Atlantic</em> writers and editors share their Juneteenth recommendations.

by Malcolm Ferguson, Hannah Giorgis, Vann R. Newkirk II




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 Juneteenth, three Atlantic writers and editors share their recommendations for what to listen to, read, and watch.



How to Spend Today

"Ooo Baby Baby," by Aretha Franklin and Smokey Robinson 

In 1979, Aretha Franklin sat shoulder to shoulder with Smokey Robinson on a piano bench during an impromptu performance of Robinson's "Ooo Baby Baby." Aretha tickled the keys while they harmonized effortlessly, and the Soul Train audience huddled around them in a hushed awe. It's an intimate and perfectly organic performance, and the chemistry between them is undeniable and unsurprising; they went from childhood friends in Detroit to simultaneous cornerstones of Black American music. I don't think I've ever skipped this rendition when it comes on shuffle. Three minutes of soul in its purest form.

"My Skin My Logo," by Solange and Gucci Mane 

This was a collaboration I never knew I needed. The track from When I Get Home, one of Solange's more innovative and eccentric projects, is both simple and provocative. These two Black southerners are from opposite ends of the spectrum of Black musical expression--Solange, the Black bohemian foil to her pop-star sister; Gucci, the trap-star icon and a fixture of southern rap--and on this song, they rap about each other. Solange tells us what Gucci likes (to slang, to bang), Gucci tells us what Solange likes (to ball, to shop), and they both collapse on how their self-expression is tied to their Blackness--my skin, my logo.

-- Malcolm Ferguson, assistant editor

***

On Juneteenth, by Annette Gordon-Reed

Back in 2021, about a month before Juneteenth became a federal holiday, The Atlantic published an excerpt from Annette Gordon-Reed's book about its history. When I read the rest of On Juneteenth shortly afterward, I was struck not only by the events that the Pulitzer-winning historian thoroughly researched, but also by the dexterity of her prose. She looks beyond familiar landmark moments such as the Battle of the Alamo to construct a more truthful historical record of Texas and the country. Gordon-Reed also sheds light on the narratives that she encountered only in passing throughout her early education--about people such as Estebanico, an African man who was brought to present-day Texas decades before the start of plantation slavery. With rigor and curiosity, On Juneteenth ensures that memories of Black life are not shrouded by national mythologies.

Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America, by Saidiya Hartman

Like much of Saidiya Hartman's more recent work, her 1997 debut book, Scenes of Subjection, illuminates difficult chapters of Black life. She presents an unflinching chronicle of American slavery and does not shy away from depicting the horrors that enslaved people endured when the institution was still legal. But Hartman also shows that liberation did not materialize for Black people with the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation--or, for that matter, on Juneteenth. Scenes of Subjection details the haunting racist violence and legal injustices that continued long after the end of the Civil War, and the many other existential threats to Black personhood in the United States. If we begin to examine just how integral chattel slavery was to the nation's founding, as the book suggests, then perhaps we can better understand the "unfreedom" that has shaped Black life centuries later.

-- Hannah Giorgis, staff writer

***

Stax: Soulsville USA (Max)

The Stax: Soulsville USA docuseries is a real treat and a nostalgia trip. It looks at Stax Records, founded in Memphis in 1957 and one of the most influential record labels in American history. The horn-heavy "Stax sound" once challenged Motown for supremacy in soul music, propelled by megahits such as Sam & Dave's "Soul Man." I'm a superfan of Otis Redding and Carla Thomas, two artists who recorded for Stax, so I was always in the target audience here--but Stax is a great Juneteenth watch for anybody looking to learn more about Black music.

A Choice of Weapons: Inspired by Gordon Parks (Max)

I've also been on a serious Gordon Parks kick recently, so for my second recommendation I'll go with the film A Choice of Weapons: Inspired by Gordon Parks. It's a pretty straightforward documentary about the life of Parks, one of the most important Black photographers and filmmakers of the 20th century, the world he chronicled, and the people he influenced. For anybody who leaves the film inspired to learn more about him, I also recommend preordering the rerelease of Parks's Born Black, which features his original photographs and essays, out on June 25. It's a remarkable and stunning work.

-- Vann R. Newkirk II, senior editor

P.S.

I also have to mention the (Emmy-winning) film Lowndes County and the Road to Black Power, available on Peacock and VOD, which was inspired by my reporting here at The Atlantic.

-- Vann



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Pulitzer-Winning Playwright Makes a Great Cinematic Leap

Annie Baker's debut film, <em>Janet Planet</em>, is an affecting tale of existential wandering.

by David Sims




The Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Annie Baker has long been a master of silence; her work delights in long, sometimes torturous pauses, letting audiences fill in emotional gaps themselves. I first discovered her work when I saw the off-Broadway play Circle Mirror Transformation 15 years ago and was immediately convinced of her dramatic prowess--the way she built up a pressurized atmosphere, and commanded a hushed crowd to await the line of dialogue that might puncture the air. Given how specific these qualities are to a theater environment, I would not have predicted that Baker could make the leap to cinema so easily.



I shouldn't have worried. Janet Planet, Baker's filmmaking debut, is also filled with still moments--but rather than playing to total quiet, its dialogue-free sequences are suffused with little buzzes, chirps, and other ambient noises. Set in rural western Massachusetts in 1991, Janet Planet follows a quasi-hippie mother named Janet (played by Julianne Nicholson) as she navigates single parenthood and her faltering love life alongside her awkward but bluntly charming daughter, Lacy (Zoe Ziegler). The film somehow captures how the air sounds and feels in every season, turning the quiet hum of nature into a character itself.



Like some of Baker's great plays--such as The Flick, The Antipodes, and the recent Infinite Life--this film is an involving and affecting tale. Yet it's also disarmingly taciturn and small-scale; not until a few weeks after seeing it did I realize how deeply Janet Planet had burrowed in my brain. Baker's characters are people you might identify with, in all their flaws and charm, but their behavior sometimes feels deeply irrational; out of nowhere, the story will shift in an unusual direction. At first the effect might be jarring, but it reflects how life can sometimes feel: jagged, treacherous, and thrilling.



Janet Planet is the name of an acupuncture clinic Janet has set up, a refuge following a string of romantic failures. She's a bit of a seeker, someone looking for answers to life's mysteries amid the sea of alternative lifestyles in western Massachusetts. When the film begins, Lacy has been sent to summer camp--and one night, she picks up the communal phone and portentously announces to her mother, "I'm gonna kill myself if you don't come get me." It's an overly dramatic threat, but delivered with enough conviction to bring her home, where she hangs out for the rest of the summer with only weirdo adults for company. From there, the film moves through three distinct chapters, each revolving around a person who passes through Janet's life and alters it somehow. We meet a moody older boyfriend named Wayne (Will Patton), an old friend named Regina (Sophie Okonedo) who becomes a temporary roommate, and a quasi-cult leader named Avi (Elias Koteas) who holds a lingering romantic sway over Janet.

Read: The real roots of midlife crisis

Janet, played with a beguiling mix of weary chilliness and melancholic openheartedness by Nicholson, is ostensibly the main character. But Lacy is the audience's eyes, as someone both enamored and skeptical of her quietly chaotic mom. The film is about their bond, and about how much trouble they have knowing each other, as Janet stumbles through life in search of connection and Lacy approaches adulthood with trepidation. Baker is an empathetic storyteller, and she's unafraid of highlighting her characters' flaws, winning the viewer over with their mistakes rather than snappy dialogue or heroic little acts.

Baker's skill with character and narrative subtlety is a given, though. What impressed me most about Janet Planet is what a work of cinema it is, visually alive and inventive even with a small budget and fairly languid plotting pace. The patch of existence Janet occupies--crunchy farmhouses, worn dirt roads, and the constant din of insects--can be warm and welcoming one moment and oppressive the next. As Lacy rattles around in a bucolic paradise, she also chafes against feelings of loneliness and alienation. Will adulthood bring understanding, or will she keep navigating life as uncomfortably as her mom does? That's Annie Baker's world, one where life is beautiful and crushing all at once.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/06/janet-planet-review/678726/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



America's Top Export May Be Anxiety

English-speaking teens are spreading their problems abroad.

by Derek Thompson




The argument that smartphones and social media are contributing to the rise in teen mental distress is strong. A number of observational and experimental studies show that teen anxiety started rising just as smartphones, social media, and front-facing cameras contributed to a wave of negative emotionality that seems to be sweeping the world.

But I have one small reason to question the strongest version of the smartphone thesis. You can find a summary of it on page 5 of this year's World Happiness Report, a survey of thousands of people across more than 140 countries. "Between 2006 and 2023, happiness among Americans under 30 in the U.S., Canada, Australia, and New Zealand declined significantly [and] also declined in Western Europe," the report says. But here's the catch: In the rest of the world, under-30 happiness mostly increased in this period. "Happiness at every age has risen sharply in Central and Eastern Europe," the report says. "In the former Soviet Union and East Asia too there have been large increases in happiness at every age."

This is pretty weird. Smartphones are a global phenomenon. But apparently the rise in youth anxiety is not. In some of the largest and most trusted surveys, it appears to be largely occurring in the United States, Great Britain, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. "If you're looking for something that's special about the countries where youth unhappiness is rising, they're mostly Western developed countries," says John Helliwell, an economics professor at the University of British Columbia and a co-author of the World Happiness Report. "And for the most part, they are countries that speak English."

The story is even more striking when you look at the most objective measures of teen distress: suicide and self-harm. Suicides have clearly increased in the U.S. and the U.K. Emergency-room visits for suicide attempts and self-harm have been skyrocketing for Gen Z girls across the Anglosphere in the past decade, including in Australia and New Zealand. But there is no rise in suicide or self-harm attempts in similar high-income countries with other national languages, such as France, Germany, and Italy. As Vox's Eric Levitz wrote, the suicide rate among people ages 15 to 19 actually fell significantly across continental Europe from 2012 to 2019.

Happiness is a notoriously difficult thing to measure. So I asked Helliwell for more data. He suggested we look more closely at his home country of Canada, which has two official languages--French and English. In Quebec, more than 80 percent of the population speaks French; in neighboring Ontario, less than 4 percent of the population speaks French. Quebec seems like a perfect place to test the question "Is mental health declining less among young non-English speakers?"

The answer seems to be yes. In Gallup data used for the World Happiness Report, life satisfaction for people under 30 in Quebec fell half as much as it did for people in the rest of Canada, Helliwell told me. In a separate analysis of Canada's General Social Survey, which asks respondents about their preferred language, researchers at the University of British Columbia and the University of Alberta found that young people who speak French at home saw a smaller decline in happiness than those who speak English at home.

Jonathan Haidt: The dangerous experiment on teen girls

So youth in English-speaking Canada are becoming sadder faster than those in French-speaking Canada, and measures of teen suicidality are rising in the Anglosphere but less so in similar less-English-speaking countries.

What's the deal with Anglosphere despair? Maybe this is a statistical illusion that will evaporate with more research. Maybe speaking English is a rough proxy for economic development, and this is mostly about affluent countries with lots of teen smartphone use. I couldn't find any papers on the subject of why language would correlate with mental health for teenagers. Helliwell, a renowned expert of international happiness research, didn't know of any comprehensive analysis on the subject either.

But after several conversations with happiness experts and psychologists, I've cobbled together a tentative theory. We're seeing the international transmission of a novel Western theory of mental health. It's the globalization of Western--and, just maybe, American--despair.

In the past few years, at least three distinct phenomena have potentially contributed to the gloom of the Anglosphere. Let's think of them as diagnostic inflation, prevalence inflation, and negativity inflation.

First, the diagnostics. In 2013, the psychiatrist Allen Frances offered a warning to his field. Frances had chaired the American Psychiatric Association during revisions of the fourth edition of psychiatry's "bible," the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, commonly known as DSM-IV. The first edition of the DSM--published in 1952 in response to the needs of military personnel returning from World War II--listed about 100 mental disorders. By 2013, the number of disorders listed in the DSM had swelled to nearly 300. In his 2013 book, Saving Normal, Frances warned that "a looser definition of sickness" could make people worse off. "DSM-V opens up the possibility that millions and millions of people currently considered normal will be diagnosed as having a mental disorder," he told the Canadian Medical Association Journal that year. The expansion of clinical vocabulary risked creating a new set of patients he called the "worried well"--people with normal human experiences who spent a lot of time worrying that they have a disorder. He and others called this phenomenon "diagnostic inflation"--the slapping-on of more (and more, and more) clinical labels to pathologize everyday sadness and stress.

Frances was mostly concerned that diagnostic inflation would lead to over-medicalization. He might have been right. By 2016, the share of people in the U.S. using antidepressants was more than twice as high as in Spain, France, or Germany, and nine times higher than in South Korea.

As our mental-health lexicon has expanded, U.S. content creators have recognized that anxiety is a hugely popular--or, at least, hugely attention-grabbing--topic for young people scrolling on their phones. As I reported in December, the TikTok hashtag #Trauma has more than 6 billion views. According to the podcast search engine Listen Notes, more than 5,500 podcasts have the word trauma in their title. In celebrity media, mental-health testimonials are so common that they've spawned a subgenre of summaries of celebrity mental-health testimonials, including "39 Celebrities Who Have Opened Up About Mental Health," "What 22 Celebrities Have Said About Having Depression," and "12 Times Famous Men Got Real About Mental Health."

This takes us from diagnostic inflation to "prevalence inflation," the term psychologists Lucy Foulkes and Jack L. Andrews use to describe the phenomenon of people developing apparent anxiety disorders from the sheer ubiquity of concern about anxiety disorders that swirl all around them. It might work something like this: People who keep hearing about new mental-health terminology--from their friends, from their family, from social-media influencers--start processing normal levels of anxiety as perilous signs of their own pathology. "If people are repeatedly told that mental health problems are common and that they might experience them ... they might start to interpret any negative thoughts and feelings through this lens," Foulkes and Andrews wrote. This can create a self-fulfilling spiral: More anxiety diagnoses lead to more hypervigilance among young people about their anxiety, which leads to more withdrawal from everyday activities, which creates actual anxiety and depression, which leads to more diagnoses, and so on.

To be clear, bringing anxiety and depression out of the shadows has been a societal mitzvah for many. Twentieth-century cultural touchstones such as The Deer Hunter and Revolutionary Road remind us that adults have long suffered from PTSD and depression in shame and silence. Nobody should want to bring back these postwar mental-health norms. But there is a difference between destigmatizing mental-health problems and popularizing them to the point that millions of young people are searching their normal feelings for signs of disorders.

Finally, as diagnostic inflation and prevalence inflation combined to raise the salience of our neuroses, something else was happening behind the scenes. The general tenor of America's political and economic news discourse got much more negative in a very short period of time. To match diagnostic and prevalence inflation, let's call this negativity inflation.

Last year, researchers at the University of Pennsylvania, Indiana University, and London Business School used machine learning to scan text from hundreds of millions of pages, from thousands of American newspapers in all 50 states, from the 1850s to the 2020s. They tracked the frequency of positive words (success, optimistic, upbeat) and negative words (failure, insolvent, loss) through dozens of recessions, several panics, and a few major wars. "For a very long period of time, our index of negativity in American news articles fluctuated around a stable average," the UPenn economist J. H. van Binsbergen, a co-author on the paper, told me. But since the 1970s, negativity has gone haywire. "News coverage has just gotten more and more negative every decade in the last 50 years, especially when you adjust for economic recessions," he said. Around 2015, the frequency of negative news coverage accelerated. By 2019 and 2020, the average sentiment of American news was more negative than ever.

How did the news get so glum? One possibility is that the media industry has become more competitive in the past few decades, as newspapers struggled to compete with cable news for viewership--and then with websites and digital platforms for advertising. As publishers became desperate to capture distracted audiences, more of them doubled down on that ancient truism: Bad news sells. In the 2001 paper "Bad Is Stronger Than Good," psychologists from Case Western Reserve University and Free University of Amsterdam wrote that bad emotions might naturally grab our attention and persist in our memory, because it is "evolutionarily adaptive" for intelligent animals to focus more on stimuli that threaten their safety. The internet has supercharged this hominid instinct, the NYU psychologist Jay Van Bavel told me in an interview on my podcast, Plain English. The title of a 2023 paper that he co-authored says it all: "Negativity Drives Online News Consumption."

Put it all together--diagnostic inflation in medicine; prevalence inflation in media; negativity inflation in news--and one gets the distinct sense that Americans might be making themselves sick with pessimism, anxiety, and gloom. But that's not all. Just as the U.S. has long been the global economy's chief cultural exporter--from Coca-Cola to Mickey Mouse--it's conceivable that we are disseminating throughout the English-speaking world a highly neurotic and individualistic approach to mental health, which is raising the salience of anxiety and depression for young people spending hours every day marinating in English-speaking media.

In his book Crazy Like Us: The Globalization of the American Psyche, Ethan Watters offers a fascinating provocation: As Americans export their culture around the world, are we also exporting our ideas about mental illness, anxiety, and depression?

Watters begins by reminding us that mental illness has historically been localized and diverse. For centuries in Malaysia and Indonesia, men were said to experience amok if, after periods of brooding following an insult, they launched into a murderous rage. In parts of Asia and Africa, koro anxiety referred to the debilitating worry that one's genitals were shrinking or retracting into one's body. In Victorian Europe, thousands of affluent women in the era claimed they couldn't get out of bed, because of the onset of "hysterical leg paralysis," while many young men suffered from "hysterical fugue"--a trance in which they would walk for hundreds of miles for no particular reason.

But globalization and the internet may be flattening the world's once spiky terrain of mental disorders, Watters claims. His most striking example comes from Hong Kong, where psychiatrists tell him that, for centuries, there was practically no record of anybody suffering from anorexia in the city-state. That changed in 1994, when a young girl died of apparent starvation in the middle of a busy street in front of news cameras, causing a national panic. Mental-health experts from the West arrived to offer an explanation: This was anorexia nervosa--self-starvation. On TV and in schools, these experts explained how young girls with extreme stress or depression might be susceptible to this new disease. Within a decade, anorexia rates in Hong Kong skyrocketed by orders of magnitude.

A simplistic explanation of Hong Kong's anorexia surge--along with koro and hysterical fugue--would be that mental illness is always and everywhere a case of social contagion. That's wrong. What we call worry and sadness are universal human traits, and many psychiatric disorders, such as schizophrenia, show up around the world. Watters's most interesting idea is more subtle: Negative thoughts and feelings whisper to us from the subconscious. To make sense of our darkest thoughts, we may pull concepts off the shelf--grabbing whatever's circulating in our local culture at that time--to articulate and act out our bad feelings.

Meghan O'Rourke: Hypochondria never dies

"Patients unconsciously endeavor to produce symptoms that will correspond to the medical diagnostics of the time," one mental-health expert tells Watters. So if you grow up in a 19th-century environment where you are told that stressed people don't get out of bed, you might not get out of bed, and your doctors might diagnose you with hysterical leg paralysis. And if you grow up in a 21st-century culture in which your phone keeps lighting up with high-arousal negativity, you might explain the inchoate worried gloom you experience on the internet in the patois of the times: I'm sick; I have trauma; this is my disorder. If Watters is right, it's not outlandish to think that an individualistic, made-in-America approach to mental health--which promotes a kind of obsessive fixation on our traumas and anxieties--might be spreading throughout the English-speaking world, like any bit of culture.

This is a novel hypothesis--which, almost by definition, doesn't have nearly enough data behind it to count as an empirical theory. To reiterate, the "anxiety inflation" hypothesis has four parts.

 	Diagnostic inflation: The U.S. psychiatric community offered an expansive definition of sickness, which carried the risk of creating a huge population of "worried well" patients who pathologized their normal feelings.
 	Prevalence inflation: As teens surrounded themselves with anxiety content on the internet, many vulnerable young people essentially internalized the pathologies they saw over and over and over in the media.
 	Negativity inflation: Meanwhile, a surge in negativity across American news media deepened the baseline feeling of world-weariness
 	Globalization of the American psyche: The U.S., the world's leading cultural-export power, is broadcasting this mental-health ideology, this anxious style of self-regard, to the rest of the English-speaking world. This has happened before. But rather than spread the word through expert mental-health campaigns (as anorexia may have spread in Hong Kong in the 1990s) this "anxiety inflation" disorder is also spreading peer-to-peer and influencer-to-influencer on social media. This is why smartphone use and anxiety seem to correlate so highly in English-speaking countries, but less so in countries and areas that are not as exposed to American media.
 


I don't want to let smartphones and social media off the hook here, nor do I think that my anxiety-inflation theory is a strong objection to Jonathan Haidt's thesis in The Anxious Generation. Haidt himself has written about the content young people consume on social media, including the rise of a "reverse-CBT" ideology, which encourages catastrophic interpretations of normal thoughts and feelings. But I think we need to deal head-on with a real empirical mystery here: If smartphone use is global, why is the strongest evidence of surging teen anxiety mostly in English-speaking countries and not in their less-English-speaking neighbors?

My answer is that although mental illness is global, the experience of mental illness cannot be separated from culture. If there is a surge of Anglospheric gloom among teenagers, we have to study the culture that young people are consuming with their technology. In the past generation, the English-speaking world, led by the U.S., has experimented with a novel approach to mental health that has expanded the ranks of the "worried well," while social media has surrounded young people with reminders to obsess over their anxieties and traumas, just as U.S. news media have inundated audiences with negativity to capture their fleeting attention.
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Trump's Campaign Has Lost Whatever Substance It Once Had

There's no 2024 equivalent of "Build the wall" or "Lock her up."

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump's 2016 campaign was, among other things, one of the most impressive displays of branding on a large scale, in a short time, ever. There were hats. There were flags. And above all, there were slogans.

"Make America Great Again." "Build the wall." "Lock her up." And later, "Drain the swamp," which Trump conceded on the stump that he'd initially hated. No matter: Crowds loved it, which was good enough for Trump to decide that he did, too.

One peculiarity of Trump's 2024 campaign is the absence of any similar mantra. At some recent rallies, neither Trump nor the audience has even uttered "Build the wall," once a standard. Crowds are reverting instead to generic "U-S-A" chants or, as at a recent Phoenix rally, "Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit!," which has a winning simplicity but doesn't have the specificity and originality of its predecessors.

In their place, Trump's stump speech has become dominated by grievances about the wrongs he believes have been done to him and his promises to get even for them. It doesn't quite create the festive atmosphere of eight years ago, when many attendees were clearly having a great time. Where the new, more prosaic feeling lacks the uplift of the past, though, it has still managed to generate enough enthusiasm that Trump leads in many polls and could return to the White House in a few months.

Read: Why Trump invokes 'common sense'

Even Trump seems to acknowledge the hollowness of his latest run. "In 2016, we had a great campaign and it was mostly about the border," he said recently in Nevada. "And I did such a good job that in 2020, where we got millions of more votes than we did in 2016, but I couldn't talk about the border."

The lack of catchy slogans might not matter if they were just slogans. But in 2016, they were a symbol of Trump's willingness to talk about things that other candidates, including other Republicans, shied away from. When Trump promised to build the wall, he was demonstrating that he wasn't beholden to the somewhat centrist immigration-reform tendencies of the rest of the Republican Party and didn't care about political correctness. When he was attacked for the slogan, he smirked, "The wall just got 10 feet higher."

The focus on the wall also showed that he was willing to deploy (putatively) "commonsense" ideas that other politicians weren't. This helped Trump to appeal not just to Republicans but to disaffected voters of all stripes. He had several such policy positions, including breaking with the bipartisan consensus on free trade, pledging to protect Social Security and Medicare, and claiming to have opposed the Iraq War from the start.

Once Trump was president, only a small portion of the wall got built, and Mexico didn't pay for it as Trump had promised. But although Trump likes to say at his rallies that he constructed 571 miles of the wall (an exaggeration), he isn't now vowing to finish the job. In fact, Trump is emphasizing fewer big transformational ideas compared with 2016. His promises are a scattershot collection of ideas targeted at particular segments of the electorate: ending taxes on salary earned from tips, defending TikTok (a platform he once tried to ban), declassifying files on John F. Kennedy's assassination, rolling back fossil-fuel regulations. Although he promises to clamp down on the border and deport undocumented immigrants, you won't catch a "Round 'em up" chant at his rallies. And Project 2025, his allies' proposal to overhaul the federal government by massively expanding political patronage, doesn't lend itself to a bumper sticker.

On other issues, he seems to be grasping for a position that aligns with public opinion rather than offering his own bold proclamations. Where Trump once trumpeted his appointment of justices who overturned Roe v. Wade, he is now fumblingly trying to formulate a position on abortion that doesn't alienate either his base or swing voters, mostly relying on ambiguity. Regarding the war in Gaza, he has criticized Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and called for the conflict to end quickly--but on Israel's terms. This may not be realistic, though it probably aligns with many voters' basic desire.

Taking the place of all of this in his stump speech are dark warnings about President Joe Biden and talk of retribution for his political adversaries, including the current president. Trump allots a great deal of his stump speech to mocking Biden as incoherent and senile (sometimes awkwardly) while also warning that Biden's administration has made the United States a failed nation, and that his reelection could be fatal to the country. The disconnect between the images of Biden as doddering fool and as evil schemer is one that Republicans have struggled to reconcile but that Trump has concluded doesn't need resolving.

Read: Trump wants revenge--and so does his base

Grievance is not a new note at Trump rallies, but four and eight years ago, he used to talk about other people's grievances and promise to redress them. Now the grievances are largely his own, stemming from the legal cases against him and his loss in the 2020 election, which is so painful that he still won't recognize it. For some of his die-hard fans, this may resonate as proof of his claims that he is their champion: He tried to stand up for them, so the powers that be came after him. (This is absurd if you actually reflect on the cases against him.) Even so, this just serves to rile up the base, rather than speak to an imagined silent majority, as he did in 2016.

In a strange sense, Trump's campaign resembles the one that his rival Hillary Clinton ran in 2016. One big problem for Clinton was the criticism that she had no compelling goal for her candidacy other than that she wanted to be president. Trump's campaign now is about nothing so much as his desire to be president. He's running because he feels that the presidency was stolen from him in 2020 and because it will afford him a desperately needed legal shield. Even Project 2025 is about the accumulation of executive power itself, rather than any particular policy goal. Just like for Clinton, this might be enough to win Trump a majority of the popular vote; unlike for her, it might carry him to the White House. But it doesn't offer a great deal of inspiration or fun.
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Cassandra

A poem for Wednesday

by Elly Bookman




I stepped out of the darkness of a weeknight
 movie into spring dusk to a curb's edge under
 rose-gray light. Words had come to me
 from you, to a screen in my hand. I knew
 I was going to know you, and I understood
 it would mean bountiful loss. I remembered
 being very young, listening as a friend's
 mother showed us the then-new internet.
 Ask for anything, she promised. Any word
 or place or fear or story, all of it waits for you
 in the desktop in the corner of this kitchen.
 But what wonder she wanted from me I
 couldn't give. I understood then, as I
 understand now, that there is danger in
 beginnings, in the reasons that prickle
 the skin, in the crystals that landed on your
 brow the last time it snowed, so many
 years ago now, the last time the air down
 here was cold enough, and the air up there.
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America the Air-Conditioned

Cooling technology has become an American necessity--but an expensive one.

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.


As a heat wave spreads across America, the whirring of air conditioners follows close behind. AC has become an American necessity--but at what cost?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The rise of a new, dangerous cynicism
 	David Frum: The most dangerous bias in today's America
 	J. D. Vance makes his VP pitch.




The Cost of Cooling

It's going to be a really hot week. Americans across the country are feeling the full force of the "heat dome," with temperatures creeping toward 100 degrees--and humidity that makes it feel even hotter. About 80 million Americans, largely on the East Coast and in the Midwest, are under extreme-heat alerts. Record-breaking heat has already descended on the Southwest this year: In Phoenix, temperatures rose to 113 degrees earlier this month (nearly a dozen people fainted at a Trump rally there).

A single piece of technology has made recent heat waves safer and more bearable than they'd be otherwise. The trusty air conditioner doesn't just cool us off--it has shaped the way we live in America, my colleague Rebecca J. Rosen wrote in The Atlantic in 2011. AC changed home design and reoriented workdays; it even arguably influenced the way that Congress operates, by expanding the legislative calendar into the summer. Robust at-home cooling helped make living in fast-growing regions such as the Southwest more appealing--and that region has reshaped American politics and life. (One author even credits AC with getting Ronald Reagan elected.)

It wasn't always this way. In the early 20th century, AC was generally reserved for public spaces; around 1940, well under 1 percent of American homes had AC. But in the decades that followed, the technology found its way into more households. By 2001, about 77 percent of homes had AC. Now some 90 percent of American homes use air-conditioning, according to a 2020 federal-government survey. AC was once seen by many Americans as a nice-to-have, rather than a necessity. But in recent decades, Americans have experienced an attitude shift: Pew polling found that in 2006, 70 percent of people considered AC a necessity, compared with about half who viewed it that way a decade earlier. And the country has only gotten hotter since then.

AC units and the energy required to power them can be quite expensive, presenting a real burden for many people: 27 percent of Americans said they had difficulty paying energy bills in 2020. Still, people across income brackets rely on AC: Households making more than $100,000 are only moderately more likely to have AC than those making less than $30,000. (Globally, according to one estimate, only about 8 percent of the nearly 3 billion people in the hottest regions have access to AC.) The prevalence of AC in the U.S. does vary by region: More than half of homes in Seattle and San Francisco were without AC in 2019, according to census data. But heat waves are pushing more and more residents to plug in.

The environmental cost of air-conditioning puts users in an impossible predicament. The United Nations warned last year that global energy used for cooling could double by 2050, and that it could make up 10 percent of the world's greenhouse-gas emissions at that point. At least until more efficient cooling is widespread, AC will contribute to the rising heat that makes it essential.

The risks of heat are real: Hot weather kills more people than other weather events, and heat-related deaths have risen dramatically by the year. Efforts to enshrine heat protections for workers are under way in some places--but they have not always gone over well. Fewer than 10 states have any sort of workplace heat protections in place, and notably absent from the list are some of the most scorching states. In some cases, that's a choice made by lawmakers: Earlier this year, Ron DeSantis blocked an effort to pass heat-safety measures for laborers in Florida. Still, the Biden administration is expected to propose the first federal legislation addressing heat in the workplace in the coming months.

AC was key to the development of America in the 20th century. As Rebecca notes in her article, "The suburban American dream was built on the sweat of air conditioners." The sweltering America of the future may rely on the units for its survival too.

Related: 

	How air-conditioning invented the modern world
 	"La Nina really can't come soon enough"




Today's News

	The Biden administration announced a new plan that will clear a path to citizenship for some undocumented spouses of U.S. citizens. Those who qualify will no longer have to leave the country to secure permanent residency.
 	Russian President Vladimir Putin arrived in North Korea for the first time in 24 years and met with the country's leader, Kim Jong Un. They discussed strengthening their nations' partnership and countering the global influence of the United States.
 	The bipartisan House Ethics Committee expanded its investigation into Representative Matt Gaetz, who is accused of sexual misconduct, illegal drug use, and accepting improper gifts. Gaetz has denied the allegations.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: No amount of adaptation to climate change can fix Miami's water problems, Mario Alejandro Ariza writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Chantel Walkes



Before Juneteenth

By Susannah J. Ural and Ann Marsh Daly

Juneteenth--sometimes called America's second Independence Day--takes its name from June 19, 1865, when the U.S. Army in Galveston, Texas, posted a proclamation declaring the enslaved free. In 1866, Black Galvestonians gathered to commemorate the date of their freedom, beginning an annual observance in Texas that spread across the nation and became a federal holiday in 2021. But the slender volume in the Mississippi museum, and the summer-long celebrations in New Orleans that it records, invites us to realize that Juneteenth was a national holiday from the start.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Good on Paper: Who really protests, and why?
 	Why are more athletes running for office?
 	The new calculus of summer workouts
 	Why American newspapers keep picking British editors
 	Instagram is not a cigarette.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Yana Iskayeva / Getty.



Listen. The new episode of How to Know What's Real asks if we have, as a culture, fully embraced the end of endings.

Read. "Mojave Ghost," a poem by Forrest Gander:

"Looking for their night roost, tiny / birds drop like stars into the darkened dead trees / around me."

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I'll end on a totally unrelated note, but maybe it will take your mind off the heat: Having seen Illinoise on Broadway last week--a new show featuring the songs of Sufjan Stevens, choreography by Justin Peck, and a dialogue-free plot by Jackie Sibblies Drury--I was interested to read this analysis of how many Broadway hits this season are rooted in pop music. Apparently, more than half of the new musicals that opened on Broadway this year feature scores by artists with backgrounds in the music industry, including Barry Manilow, Britney Spears, David Byrne, and Alicia Keys. As the New York Times reporter Michael Paulson notes, "In some ways, this is an everything-old-is-new-again phenomenon. In the early 20th century, figures like Irving Berlin and Cole Porter found success both onstage and on the radio." But now that so many mainstream artists are also writing scores, he writes, "what was once a trickle ... is becoming a flood."

-- 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/america-the-air-conditioned/678732/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



J. D. Vance Makes His VP Pitch

The Millennial Republican senator knows exactly where his party is headed.

by John Hendrickson




Updated at 2:18 p.m. ET on June 18, 2024


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


A lot can change in eight years. In the summer of 2016, J. D. Vance, writing in this magazine, characterized Donald Trump as "cultural heroin." On Sunday morning in Michigan, Vance made his pitch to be Trump's next vice president--by showing his fealty to the former president and sounding as much like him as possible.

Vance is reportedly on a Trump-VP shortlist that includes Senator Marco Rubio of Florida, Senator Tim Scott of South Carolina, and Governor Doug Burgum of North Dakota. But Vance was the only one from this list who spoke at this past weekend's People's Convention, a sort of warm-up to the Republican National Convention hosted by the conservative 501(c)(4) Turning Point Action. Vance won the Turning Point vice-presidential straw poll with 43 percent of the vote; Scott finished in a distant second with 15.4 percent.

Addressing a few thousand people in the final keynote, Vance warned voters that Democrats are "trying to turn our home into a shithole." He called for going after military generals who disobeyed Trump. He borrowed a few of the former president's trusted bits, repeating, for instance, the anti-environmentalist line that windmills "kill all the birds." Vance even enjoyed a sampling of the lowest of hanging fruit: "I mean, inflation is so bad that I heard that Hunter Biden can no longer afford crack cocaine, ladies and gentlemen!"

To an outsider, Vance's obvious echoes of Trump might seem cringeworthy, but that type of flattery apparently works--so long as you don't try to out-Trump Trump. Andrew Kolvet, a Turning Point spokesperson, told me that Vance is proving to be one of the Trump campaign's most effective and articulate surrogates--specifically in speaking to Rust Belt voters. As someone who grew up in poverty and then went to Yale Law School before becoming an Ohio senator, "he's kind of a class traitor like Trump," Kolvet said. He went on: "He's one of those guys that you can put on CNN, MSNBC, and he can chop it up with really adversarial interviewers and come out getting the better end of the deal."

He can also "chop it up" in a more theatrical setting. On Sunday morning, like other People's Convention speakers, he waltzed to the lectern through swirling spotlights, booming bass, and pyrotechnic columns of billowing smoke. Vance looked like a professional wrestler entering the ring and, at times, kind of sounded like one, too. His Father's Day plans? To take down "a giant steak."

Bob Bauer: The rise of a new, dangerous cynicism

Falling in line with other Trump acolytes, Vance proclaimed that the former president's many indictments are politically motivated. "They can't win the debate, and so they're going to harass and try to jail their political opponents," Vance said. "Donald Trump trying to challenge an election through constitutional means--that is the opposite of a constitutional crisis," he told the crowd, reiterating something he had recently said to Ross Douthat, of The New York Times. "A constitutional crisis is when generals refuse to obey the orders of the commander in chief. Let's go after those generals who refuse to obey those orders! Not against Donald Trump and his supporters!"

To the extent that Vance's onstage performance had a message beyond loyalty to Trump, it was a nationalist one: "We are for an American nation that is built by American people, that employs American workers," he said early on. But he went much further than that, such as when he blamed illegal immigrants for America's rising housing costs. The solution, he said, is to "deport every single illegal alien who came to this country under Joe Biden's regime." Yesterday on X, he doubled down: "Not having 20 million illegal aliens who need to be housed (often at public expense) will absolutely make housing more affordable for American citizens." At the People's Convention, Vance confusingly referred to his own family as immigrants from Appalachian Kentucky to Ohio.

Millions came to know Vance's life story through his 2016 memoir, Hillbilly Elegy. The Vance who wrote that book came across as cerebral, someone who had a more nuanced view of the world than Trump and the rest of the MAGA movement. Vance, who will turn 40 this August, told the audience that, when he was 25 years old, all of the political energy was on the left. "Right now all of the energy is on the right," he said. In a sense, he's correct. Travel the country, and you'll grasp that the lack of enthusiasm around Biden, especially among young people, is real. Many who plan to vote Democratic this year say they're doing so as a stopgap against Trump and fascism, not necessarily for a second term of the Biden administration.

The crowd was most engaged when Vance spoke about Trump--but nothing like they had been the night before, when Trump took the stage and offered his followers the real thing. Speaking to an estimated 8,000 people, Trump was livelier and more animated than I've seen him during this campaign cycle. He was operating in stand-up-comedian mode, complaining about how poor shower water pressure affects his "beautiful head of hair." Of course, his jokes were lacquer over his larger message, which was as authoritarian and bigoted as ever. Trump repeated his talking point that other countries are emptying out their prisons, insane asylums, and mental institutions to the "dumping ground" of the United States. Instead of "Build the wall," he now often invokes a promise to carry out the largest deportation operation in American history. He repeated that word--history--ad nauseam Saturday night. "We had the best border in history. Now we have the worst border in the history of the world," Trump said. The Green New Deal was a scam--"one of the greatest scams in history." He also noted that he was the "only person in history" to see his poll numbers rise after being indicted.

David Frum: The J. D. Vance I knew

Extremism passing as benevolent patriotism was the animating theme of the three-day event. Even Alex Jones was welcomed onstage for a surprise appearance. "We're bringing down the New World Order!" Jones shouted in his trademark growl. "If this republic falls, the entire world falls to the UN and the globalists and their hellish plan to literally take everything you've got, including your children, away from you," he warned. Virtually all of the speakers embraced some form of conspiracism. Donald Trump Jr. announced, "If you're in this room right now, you're probably on the FBI list." More than a few presenters defended insurrectionists. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia said she was "proud" that she had objected to certifying President Joe Biden's Electoral College victory. "Anyone that wants to continue to shame us for January 6 can go to hell," Greene said. (She also scoffed at "some country called Ukraine that we can't even find on a map.")

Trumpism, clearly, is just as carnival-like as ever. Even though this conference wasn't technically a Trump rally, it may as well have been. The former president wasn't just the People's Convention's Saturday-night attraction, he was an all-consuming force around which the weekend revolved. You could buy "MAGA Nation Blend" or "Let's Go Brandon FJB" coffee beans for $45.47. (A "Stand with Israel" bag was a relative bargain at $36.) A jet-black I'M VOTING CONVICTED FELON 2024 T-shirt would set you back $35. Attendees swarmed Steve Bannon, Trumpworld's most influential media figure, for selfies and autographs like he was Harry Styles. One attendee even had Bannon sign his giant laminated poster of the Constitution. When Trump was onstage, he was worshiped. When he wasn't around, people were eager to talk about how wonderful he was.

Vance is shrewd enough to understand the power of this dynamic. In response to an audience question about his future--including a potential VP slot--Vance couldn't have been clearer: "We need to have people who are supporting Trump, not trying to stab him in the back," he said. "It's very, very simple."
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The Truth About America's Most Common Surgery

A new book explores the history of the Cesarean section--and how it explains what's broken about American health care.

by Hannah Giorgis




In 1957, Ladies' Home Journal printed a letter from a reader, identified solely as "Registered Nurse," imploring the publication to "investigate the tortures that go on in modern delivery rooms." She cited examples of the "sadism" she'd witnessed in an unnamed Chicago hospital: women restrained with cuffs and steel clamps; an obstetrician operating without anesthetic. Among some doctors, the nurse wrote, the prevailing attitude toward women in labor seemed to be "tie them down so they won't give us any trouble."

What stands out about the unidentified nurse's observations, and the personal anecdotes other Journal readers shared in response, "is how women were often treated as an afterthought, a mere container for their babies," writes the journalist and professor Rachel Somerstein in her new book, Invisible Labor: The Untold Story of the Cesarean Section. One of the clearest manifestations of this disregard for mothers, Somerstein argues, is the procedure's ubiquity. The Cesarean delivery can save lives in labor emergencies, and it's overwhelmingly safe--but in the United States, nearly one in every three births now results in a C-section, including for low-risk patients who don't need them. For many of these women, the medically unnecessary operation presents a much greater risk to their life than vaginal birth, as well as to their ability to safely give birth again. Invisible Labor traces what Somerstein calls the "cascade of consequences" following a woman's first C-section, framing the procedure as a symbol of the daunting, interconnected phenomena that make American motherhood so dangerous. She posits that the U.S. health-care system has come to devalue the importance of human touch, relationship building, and interpersonal support, causing our medical infrastructure to fall short of other high-income nations in keeping birthing people safe.

Despite the C-section being the country's most common surgery, many expectant parents are not encouraged to seek out information about the specifics. This leaves mothers poorly equipped for the procedure's aftermath, especially when the surgery is unplanned. At the beginning of the book, Somerstein recounts her own emergency C-section, during which the anesthesia failed and the obstetric staff disregarded her anguish. "I felt it all: the separation of my rectus muscles; the scissors used to move my bladder; the scalpel, with which he 'incised' my uterus," she writes. "Yet the operation continued. I was expected to bear the pain." Invisible Labor follows her search for context about this traumatic experience, and her desire to understand why women's pain is so often treated as psychological rather than physiological.

Among wealthy nations, the U.S. consistently has the highest rate of maternal deaths, and the CDC has said that some 80 percent are likely preventable. While working on the book, Somerstein "felt nauseated to learn how many people are hurt, damaged, or killed during or after pregnancy or birth--harms borne disproportionately by mothers of color." By constructing a cultural history of how the C-section became so prevalent, she highlights the extent to which she views childbirth that takes place in medical settings as part of a larger system exerting control over women's bodies. She extensively cites her interviews with midwives, parents, academics, physicians, and other practitioners. Somerstein, who is white, is notably diligent in her considerations of how racism affects Black mothers and how Black women have informed her thinking on alternate paths forward, relaying her own learning process with refreshing candor.
 
 Invisible Labor makes a compelling case for how the C-section's widespread application in the U.S. reveals troubling patterns across our reproductive-health system--some of which trace back to slavery and eugenics. Across the country, structural racism in health care and social services makes the risk of death and severe maternal morbidities much higher for Black women than for other groups of women, even when controlling for variables such as age and economic status. (In 2003, the same year that states began adding a checkbox on death certificates to indicate if someone had been pregnant within a year of death, the CDC drew attention to the persistence of racial inequality in maternal health care.) So much of the harm done in American delivery rooms happens because providers dismiss patients' concerns or don't communicate with them at all--some providers pressure, or even force, women into having Cesareans. While women of "all races and backgrounds report being coerced into obstetric inventions," Somerstein writes, "Black women are more likely to experience this particular form of browbeating."

And as reproductive-justice advocates and scholars have noted, understanding the crisis in U.S. maternal care requires reckoning with the legacy of slavery, an institution that was partly predicated on robbing Black women of their reproductive autonomy. This historical connection is no coincidence: So many medical breakthroughs were only discovered, or widely utilized, because of research that exploited Black people as expendable test subjects. The Cesarean is no different: Historians generally agree that C-sections weren't used to save a dying mother until the 18th century. (As far back as ancient times, doctors and priests performed C-sections on dead or dying women to save their baby's life or soul.) Some of Invisible Labor's most disturbing passages chronicle the change in why Cesareans were commonly performed, a development that "had a critical, and today largely overlooked, wind at its back: the push to bring about more slaves," Somerstein writes. In the 19th century, the procedures were performed experimentally and without anesthetic on enslaved women, by men who were interested in medical techniques that would preserve their literal property.

Inequalities in health care, and in the workforce, also affect women's postpartum outcomes. (Today the South has the highest percentages of C-section births; while there's no one explanation for this, mothers in the South are among the least likely to live in areas where they can regularly access quality health care.) As Somerstein outlines, the most evidence-based solutions to postpartum complications are the same safety nets that the U.S. has historically not invested in. For example, the absence of national paid parental leave makes the U.S. an anomaly among high-income nations, and the current, fragmented model, which is rife with racial inequities, leaves many mothers with no time to recover. The body takes a minimum of 13 weeks to recover, the nurse-midwife Helena A. Grant tells Somerstein. But in a country built on chattel slavery, the default expectation of women, and especially Black women, is still to "have a baby and get right back to work," Grant says.



Even in cases where a C-section is performed correctly and out of medical necessity, the procedure is still quite brutal. Downplaying the toll of any other major abdominal surgery would seem absurd--yet women who give birth by C-section in the U.S. must also contend with the stigma deeming it an unvirtuous pathway to motherhood. That's because American cultural ideals overwhelmingly exalt "natural" childbirths--nonsurgical, unmedicated deliveries--as ostensible proof of a woman's commitment to her child, the one who really matters. That skepticism is even reflected in medieval language about the procedure: One of the earliest known mentions of a Cesarean, from the 13th century, referred to the method of birth as "artificium," or artificial, Somerstein notes. In her conversations with other mothers, she observed how this tacit hierarchy constrained women's ability to speak about their traumatic medical experiences. She "saw clearly the cultural expectation that a mother's pain should be negated by that triumphant moment of union with her baby," Somerstein writes. "How we simply have no script for what to do with a mother's pain when it persists beyond that moment: when the baby is fine, but the mother is not."

Childbirth wasn't always viewed as a medical event, and what most people in the U.S. think of as a standard delivery--in a hospital, overseen by a physician and nurses--didn't become commonplace until the mid-20th century. In the 1800s, childbirth was significantly more dangerous than it is now, in part because women had many more children. Most women gave birth at home, attended by midwives who "brought special knowledge to bear," Somerstein writes.

Often, other women from their communities would come to help encourage the laboring mother and relieve her of domestic duties. Black midwives, enslaved or free, attended to Black and white mothers alike. Men were not allowed in birth rooms, a norm that changed after wealthy white women started seeking out physicians. At the turn of the century, doctors, who were almost all men, brought with them the promise of scientifically advanced methods such as anesthesia to manage difficult births. The doctors' new tools and treatments sometimes ended up causing the women and their babies grave harm, and maternal mortality rates did not decrease until the advent of antibiotics in the late 1930s. But physician-led birth care was still able to gain a cultural foothold by distancing itself from midwifery--the low-tech, high-touch work of women.

Read: The pain that is unlike all other pain

The state of maternal medical care in the U.S. now reflects the consequences of this transition. A once-robust workforce of midwives, many of whom were women of color and immigrants, has been decimated; meanwhile, many hospitals, and the doctors they employ, get paid more for C-sections than for vaginal births. The fact that midwives are not routinely integrated into U.S. birth care, as they are in many other wealthy nations, is one of the many results of racist, state-sanctioned campaigns to devalue the knowledge of women of color. Somerstein lays out how 20th-century legislation restricted, or outright banned, midwives from attending hospital births, and introduced a licensure system that created a de facto racial hierarchy within midwifery. In some cases, the racism used to justify barring midwives from delivery rooms was so overt as to be cartoonish: Somerstein writes that Felix J. Underwood, who served as the director of the Mississippi State Board of Health for 34 years beginning in the 1920s, once "lamented midwives as 'filthy and ignorant, and not far removed from the jungles of Africa, laden with its atmosphere of weird superstition and voodooism.'"
 
 These bigoted views and arcane laws have had lasting consequences, Invisible Labor argues: Even in states that don't outlaw midwifery, entering the profession is particularly difficult for Black women. Across the country, the demand for community-oriented birth centers and midwife-led maternal care far exceeds supply--a shortage that is particularly acute in rural areas, where more than half of hospitals no longer deliver babies. In their rush to disempower midwives, anti-midwife crusaders inadvertently created a climate in which neonatal care is less safe for all birthing parents. And after the Dobbs decision, the stakes of legislating reproductive autonomy are even clearer: Legal abortions are significantly safer than childbirth, and rates of maternal morbidity and mortality are much higher in states with abortion restrictions. More than a third of U.S. counties do not have a single obstetrician or birth center, and the shortage is most dire in states with abortion bans. Women living in these states, especially in rural areas, now face massive disruptions to routine maternal care.

Childbirth doesn't have to be this way. Whether through better insurance coverage for midwife integration or through reducing financial incentives for C-sections, hospital delivery rooms can become less fraught places. Birthing centers, and other modes of community birth, can be tremendously helpful in mitigating the risks that rural women face when hospitals close their obstetrics practices or shut down altogether. But many of the needed shifts can't happen until insurance companies, legislative bodies, and health-care providers work to improve societal conditions for all birthing people. Thankfully, some of the most valuable interventions in maternal care aren't technological, surgical, or even medical at all. As Somerstein writes, "Attending to women's pain could also be rectified by the simple but radical decision to ask women how they feel and listen to the answer." Invisible Labor is a testament to the transformative potential of respecting women as authorities on their own bodies.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/06/invisible-labor-book-review/678723/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos: Keeping Cool in the Summer Heat
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            As the first day of summer approaches, record-setting high temperatures have already been observed in several places across the Northern Hemisphere, and the American Northeast is bracing for a dangerous heat wave. People in Europe, Asia, and North America have taken to nearby beaches, lakes, and water parks to find relief. Collected below are recent images of people and animals doing what they can to beat the heat.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person is seen mid-dive, falling toward a large body of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man jumps into the sea to cool himself off during hot weather in Istanbul on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: People are splashed at a water park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People are splashed at a water park at the GIP Mall on a hot day, as the temperatures rise around Delhi, on June 11, 2024, in Noida, India.
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                [image: A half-dozen children splash in an above-ground swimming pool set up in a small courtyard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people cool off in a swimming pool during high temperatures in the Al Dewika district of Cairo on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A person raises their arms, enjoying the coolness of water being sprayed from a mister.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A baseball fan cools off in a mister before a game between the Kansas City Royals and the New York Yankees in Kansas City, Missouri, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Three people in waist-deep water wear bathing suits and head coverings that cover their face as well.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three people wear "facekinis" as they cool off in the water at the No. 1 Bathing Beach in Qingdao, in China's Shandong province, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A family walks in shallow water at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A family walks in the water at sunset along the Great Salt Lake, near Salt Lake City, on June 13, 2024.
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                [image: A man sleeps, mostly submerged in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man sleeps in the river Ganges on a hot summer day in Varanasi, India, on June 18, 2024.
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                [image: People in many small boats fish along a broad and shallow waterfall on a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People fish and relax on the Nile River on the outskirts of Cairo, on June 7, 2024.
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                [image: People skate on an indoor ice rink. One pushes a small penguin statue across the ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iraqis skate at the Zayouna Mall ice skating rink in Baghdad on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: More than a dozen colorful rafts carry tourists down a mild set of rapids in a steep river valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists raft down a narrow stretch of Jiuwan stream at a scenic spot in Yichang, Hubei province, China, on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: Two women in swimsuits carry inflated swim rings along a lake shore.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two women walk into Lake Mead in Boulder City, Nevada, on June 8, 2024, as a heat wave continued to hit the area.
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                [image: A boy cools off in a fountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy cools off in a fountain outside Wrigley Field before a baseball game between the Chicago Cubs and the St. Louis Cardinals as hot weather descended on the Chicago area on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a beach and shoreline, with many people on the beach with umbrellas set up.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Ilica Beach, crowded with beachgoers, in Izmir, Turkey, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A fisherman sits in a float tube in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fisherman finds relief from the heat in a lake in Hart Memorial Park, near Bakersfield, California, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: A person cools off in front of a mister.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fan cools off in mist before the Congressional Baseball Game at Nationals Park in Washington, D.C., on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Several surfers catch a small wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers catch a wave in Navarre Beach, Florida, on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: People, many carrying umbrellas, walk beneath water misting stations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Misters cool off pilgrims at the base of Saudi Arabia's Mount Arafat--also known as Jabal al-Rahmah, or "Mount of Mercy"--during the Hajj pilgrimage on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: Children play in a fountain, where water sprays from a hole in a wall with a large video display of a face, making it look like a giant is squirting the water out of its mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People cool off at Crown Fountain in Millennium Park as temperatures reached a record high of 97 degrees Fahrenheit on June 17, 2024, in Chicago.
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                [image: A mother and daughter sit on a beach in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Natasha Bertram cools off with her daughter at the beach in Humboldt Park in Chicago on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A race horse is sprayed with cold water from a hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A racehorse is sprayed with cold water on a very hot day in Duzce, Turkey, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: Two people float on a paddle board on a lake, seen at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple floats on Shawnee Mission Lake at the end of a warm day in Shawnee, Kansas, on June 17, 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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Instagram Is Not a Cigarette

The surgeon general's recommendation to add a warning label to social-media apps is not as straightforward as it seems.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Many teens and adults use the word addictive when describing social-media sites, as if the apps themselves are laced with nicotine. The U.S. surgeon general, Vivek Murthy, wants to drive that point home as glaringly as possible: In an op-ed published by The New York Times yesterday, he writes that the country should start labeling such sites as if they're cigarettes.



Murthy proposes putting an official surgeon's-general warning--the same type found on tobacco and alcohol products--on social-media websites to "regularly remind parents and adolescents that social media has not been proved safe." Such a warning would require formal congressional approval. To make his case, Murthy cites a 2019 study that found that adolescents who spend more than three hours a day on social media may be at higher risk for certain mental-health problems; he also pointed to research in which teens reported that social media made them feel worse about their body. "The moral test of any society is how well it protects its children," he writes. "Why is it that we have failed to respond to the harms of social media when they are no less urgent or widespread than those posed by unsafe cars, planes or food?"



It's a radical idea, and one with a real basis in science: There is strong evidence that tobacco warnings work, David Hammond, a professor in the school of public-health sciences at Canada's University of Waterloo, told me. Although no intervention is perfect, such labels reduce tobacco use by reaching the right audience at the moment of consumption, Hammond said, and they are particularly effective at deterring young people. But social media is not tobacco. Some platforms have no doubt caused real harm to many children, but research into the effects of social media on young people has been a mixed bag; even the studies cited by Murthy are not as straightforward as presented in the op-ed. A warning label on a pack of cigarettes is attention-grabbing and succinct: No one wants cancer or heart disease. Social media does not boil down as easily.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

What would a social-media warning look like? Murthy doesn't go into further detail in his article, and nothing would be decided until Congress authorized the label. (It's unclear how likely it is to pass, but there has been bipartisan interest in the topic, broadly speaking; earlier this year, at a congressional hearing on kid safety on the internet, members from both parties expressed frustration with Big Tech CEOs.) It could be a persistent pop-up that a user has to click out of each time they open an app. Or it could be something that shows up only once, in the footer, when a person creates an account. Or it could be a banner that never goes away. To be effective, Hammond told me, the message must be "salient"--it should be noticeable and presented frequently.



Design may be the easy part. The actual warning text within a social app might be hard to settle on, because an absolute, causal link has not yet been shown between, say, Instagram and the onset of depression; by contrast, we know that smoking causes cancer, and why it does so. "One of the reasons that we have such a wide range of opinions is that the work still isn't quite conclusive," David S. Bickham of the Digital Wellness Lab at Boston Children's Hospital, whose research on body image was cited in Murthy's op-ed, told me. One major meta-analysis (a study of studies) found that the effect of digital technology on adolescent well-being was "negative but small"--"too small to warrant policy change." (That paper has since been critiqued by researchers including Jean Twenge and Jonathan Haidt, who have contributed writing about teen smartphone use to The Atlantic; they argue that the study's methodology resulted in an "underestimation" of the problem. The authors of the original study then "rejected" these critiques by providing additional analysis. And so this goes.) The very fact that there is so much debate doesn't make for neat public-health recommendations.



In the absence of a firm conclusion, you can imagine a label that would use hedged language--"This app may have a negative effect on teens' mental health depending on how it's used," for example--though such a diluted label may not be useful. I asked Devorah Heitner, the author of Growing Up in Public: Coming of Age in a Digital World, what she would recommend. For starters, she said, any warning should include a line about how lack of sleep harms kids (a problem to which late-night social-media use may contribute). She also suggested that the warning might address young people directly: "If I were going to put something on a label, it would be, like, 'Hey, this can intensify any feelings you might already be having, so just be thoughtful about: Is this actually making me feel good? If it's making me feel bad, I should probably put it away."

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

If Murthy's label does become a reality, another challenge will be figuring out what constitutes social media in the first place. We tend to think of the social web as a specific set of apps, including Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok. But plenty of sites with social components may fall into this category. Murthy papers over this challenge somewhat in his op-ed. When he writes, "Adolescents who spend more than three hours a day on social media face double the risk of anxiety and depression symptoms," he is referring to a study that asked teens only whether they use "social networks like Facebook, Google Plus, YouTube, MySpace, Linkedin, Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram, Pinterest, or Snapchat." These platforms do not all have a lot in common, and the study does not draw any definitive conclusions about why using such platforms might be associated with an increased risk of mental-health problems. Murthy's proposal doesn't make clear which sites would be required to declare that they are associated with negative health outcomes. Would Roblox or Fortnite qualify? Or a newspaper with a particularly vibrant comments section?



Practical concerns aside, experts I spoke with also worried that the label puts the onus on kids and their parents rather than on the technology companies that make these sites. This is something Murthy acknowledges in his essay, noting that labeling alone won't make social media safe for kids. "I don't want the labels to let the social-media companies off the hook, right? Like, Oh, well, we labeled our harmful thing," Heitner said. In other words, a warning alone may not solve whatever problems social apps might be causing.

Read: The panic over smartphones doesn't help teens

Murthy's proposal comes at a time when parents seem especially desperate to keep teens safe online. Haidt's latest book about smartphones and kids, The Anxious Generation, has been on the New York Times best-seller list for weeks. Haidt told me over email that he applauds the surgeon general for calling for such labels: "We as a country are generally careful about the consumer products and medications that harm small numbers of children. Yet we have done nothing, absolutely nothing, ever, to protect children from the main consumer product they use every day."


 People are frightened. But fear isn't always the best way to help young people. "The science simply does not support this action and issuing advisories based on fear will only weaken our trust in the institutions that wield them in this way," Candice L. Odgers, a psychology professor at UC Irvine who studies how adolescents use digital technology (and recently wrote her own article on social-media panic for The Atlantic), told me over email. "It is time to have a real conversation about adolescent mental health in this country versus simply scapegoating social media."
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Revenge of the Brits

British editors are suddenly leading several U.S. publications. Can it last?

by Tom McTague




Why have the British come for America's media? Not only is Emma Tucker shaking things up, to howls of indignation, at The Wall Street Journal, but Mark Thompson is running the show at CNN, John Micklethwait at Bloomberg News, Keith Poole at The New York Post, and Daisy Veerasingham at the Associated Press. None of these appointments, however, caused the kind of grief that we are now witnessing at The Washington Post, where the British CEO, Will Lewis, recently announced the appointment of a longtime Fleet Street hack, Rob Winnett, as the paper's new editor.

The British media invasion is causing considerable consternation--see, for example, the Post 's lengthy expose about its own incoming editor, detailing Winnett's alleged connections with the shadier figures of the U.K. press world when he was a reporter at The Sunday Times and The Daily Telegraph. Putting aside the accusations, the tenor of the investigation is melancholic: Is the newspaper of Watergate fame really about to import the discredited morals of Fleet Street? Do its owners not understand the constitutional importance of the newspaper's endeavor? The same air of dismay has run through much American reporting since Winnett's appointment, focusing on the "rough and tumble" nature of the Brits lately arrived in the metropole, with their backward ways, as if they resembled Jennifer Lawrence's Katniss Everdeen in The Hunger Games. It was one thing having the late Christopher Hitchens louchely lecturing America on how to run the imperium, but to have Brits actually in charge, bringing their standards and their culture--intolerable.

The fact that Lewis and Tucker both stand accused of insulting their staff by not being adulatory enough is an indication of the culture clash at work beneath--and it raises the question of whether the two very different journalistic traditions can successfully be bridged. Lewis reportedly infuriated the Post's staff by informing the newsroom that the paper had lost half its audience since 2020 and more than $1 million a week in the past year. They replied, Yes, but look at how many Pulitzers we've won. I can imagine Lewis biting down hard on his tongue at this point, the instincts of a lifetime in British newspapers hurtling to the surface. When Tucker unveiled plans to cut eight jobs, meanwhile, her staff protested by posting scores of brightly colored Post-it Notes on her office wall.

A belief seems to pervade American media that whatever the merits of Britain's ability to produce the odd figure of worth--Hitchens, Evelyn Waugh, George Orwell, say--Fleet Street is a fundamentally corrupt and tawdry place. Of course, the U.K. media can be as serious and self-regarding as any U.S. outlet--think David Attenborough, father of the nation, savior of the planet. And it's not hard to imagine the BBC, which is endlessly self-involved, running an expose about itself.

Helen Lewis: The British prime minister bowed to the inevitable

But on the whole, the U.K. press does contain an element of unseriousness alien to most U.S. newspapers. My own story is a case in point. As a trainee at the tabloid Daily Mirror, I dressed up in a giant yellow chicken outfit to chase Conservative politicians around London as an election stunt. I would often think of this with a wry smile when, years later, I was subjected to an Atlantic fact-checker asking whether I was sure the painting in Boris Johnson's office was hanging over the fireplace rather than above his desk.

Britain's tabloid culture may seem strangely foreign, an image from a Monty Python sketch, but it can be understood as a product both of Britain's wider media environment--which is small by American standards and entirely centered on a single city, London, the financial, political, and cultural capital rolled into one--and of our national culture more generally, which is allergic to that core of American news culture: earnestness. In the U.K., this has created a hypercompetitive world of partisan magazines, tabloids, broadsheets, and broadcasters, in which the most highly prized traits are speed, wit, and savvy. This is the world that made not only Hitchens and Waugh, as well as Tucker, Lewis, Winnett, and Thompson, but also as diverse a range of figures in recent decades as Mehdi Hasan, Piers Morgan, Harry Evans, David Frost, Andrew Sullivan, and Tina Brown, to name just a few. It is a world where power, privilege, friendship, and access all overlap to a degree that American journalists might find unacceptably compromising, but that on occasion enables British journalists to turn on those in power with a fraternal fury that is rarely seen in American print.

British and American media cultures are different, just as our national cultures are different. Yes, Brits who are journalists are less likely to consider ourselves an important part of the constitutional order (unless you happen to work for the BBC). And there is a preternatural horror of being earnest that simply does not seem to exist in Puritan America. Speed, wit, and fluency may be admired in America, but they are our obsessions. American culture has been invading Britain for decades. The British invasion of American media is the empire striking back.

A telling sign of these times is that CNN's Mark Thompson is intent on bringing the BBC's long-running satirical quiz show to U.S. television. Do the Americans know what's in store for them? Have I Got News for You is not just a show but a staple of British life; a constant amid the turmoil of the past few decades, reflecting something essential in our national soul.

Whereas America's populist revolt was led by the man from The Apprentice, ours came from the man made famous for goofing around on Have I Got News for You: Boris Johnson. The show first aired in 1990, but is still going. The premise is that two teams compete to answer questions about the week's news, but the real contest is for laughs in an arena where caustic humor is prized above all.

When Johnson first appeared on the show, in 1998, he was a rising columnist for the right-of-center broadsheet The Daily Telegraph. In that debut, Johnson was mercilessly tormented by the opposing team's leader, Ian Hislop, the editor of the satirical magazine Private Eye, over an embarrassing incident in Johnson's past, in which he had been caught on tape apparently agreeing to hand over to an old Etonian school chum the home address of a journalist whom the friend wanted beaten up. "Ha ha, ha ha, richly comic," Johnson said, squirming, and conceded that his friend had made a "major goof." The cringeworthy episode was notable as an early instance of many such moments when, rather than destroying his career, Johnson somehow succeeded in cementing his public image as "a lovable, self-mocking buffoon," as the novelist Jonathan Coe later described it.

Read: Hitchens remembered

And yet, the very next year, Johnson was appointed editor of The Spectator magazine, a post in which he continued after being elected a Conservative member of Parliament in 2001, and even after becoming his party's spokesperson on the arts. Yes, this really happened: To appreciate the oddness of it, try imagining The New Yorker's editor, David Remnick, having a side hustle as the minority leader of the New York State Assembly. In Coe's assessment, Johnson's appearances on Have I Got News for You showcased his unique political skill in being able to turn a joke on himself and so neuter its power. The headline of Coe's piece in the London Review of Books summed up his argument: Britain, he argued, was "Sinking Giggling Into the Sea." Britain had stopped taking itself seriously, and so had its voters. Is this now the American fate?

The vision of Britannia sinking below the waves, giggling as she did so, has always stuck with me. If we must decline, we shall do so with an eyebrow raised and a gin and tonic in our hand, not taking ourselves too seriously. The comedian Spike Milligan captured something of the national soul with the Gaelic epitaph on his gravestone, which translates into "I told you I was ill."

In Britain, Johnson's gift of self-satire took him all the way to prime-ministerial office--before his unseriousness during the pandemic lockdowns brought him down. But as Johnson's career also amply illustrates, British journalism has a certain pragmatism about connections and proximity to power. One irony of Johnson's career is that he was eventually dragged out of political office by Fleet Street's investigative efforts into a scandal, which, in a nod to the Post's finest hour, was dubbed "Partygate."

Johnson's saga, mixing journalism and political power, might seem alien to an American audience, though it is anything but in Britain. Another young journalist who rose to prominence at The Spectator was James Forsyth, who became the magazine's political editor. In 2022, Forsyth left the post to become political secretary to his friend, the current prime minister, Rishi Sunak. The pair are godparents to each other's children and were best man at each other's wedding. Forsyth is married to another political journalist, Allegra Stratton, who served for a time as Boris Johnson's press secretary.

Examples of this revolving door abound. Johnson's predecessor as prime minister, Theresa May, employed as her director of communications Robbie Gibb, a former BBC journalist--who now sits on the board of the BBC. The most glaring example may be Evgeny Lebedev, the son of the KGB spy chief Alexander Lebedev, who in 2009 bought the London newspaper The Evening Standard, and made David Cameron's former chancellor, George Osborne, its editor. After Osborne's tenure, Lebedev appointed Cameron's sister-in-law Emily Sheffield as his successor in 2021. That same year, Johnson raised Lebedev to the peerage, guaranteeing him a lifelong seat in the British legislature as Lord Lebedev of Siberia. Again, all of that actually happened.

Such stories have helped establish in the American mind an image of Fleet Street as a lawless place where morally dubious newshounds play fast and loose with the facts, mixing high society and low ethics with a certain sleazy brio. Tom Wolfe captured this caricature in his 1987 novel, The Bonfire of the Vanities, through the character Peter Fallow, an amoral British hack who has arrived in New York to join his countrymen in taking over New York's leading tabloid, The City Light. Fallow delights in the "gutter syntax" of the British-occupied tabloid's headlines, relishing "the extraordinary esthetique de l'abattoir that enabled these shameless devils, his employers, his compatriots, his fellow Englishmen, his fellow progeny of Shakespeare and Milton, to come up with things like this day after day." This idea of the British hack lodged firmly in the American mind.

In Wolfe's portrait, a sense lingers that these Brits still somehow look down their noses at the Americans for taking themselves so seriously, as if they were little more than social climbers pretending to be better than they are. Wolfe describes Fallow and his compatriots at The City Light seeing themselves as "fellow commandos in this gross country." I wonder whether such condescension is also part of the response to the British invasion sweeping across the American media?

Tom McTague: The worst, best prime minister

As with most caricatures, Wolfe's portrait contains a grain of truth. In my experience in British and American newsrooms, I have seen the real cultural differences. American journalism has stricter codes about sourcing--placing greater emphasis on getting briefings on the record, for example. U.S. newsrooms also tend to be less hierarchical than those in Britain, where the editor is king and all below him must bend the knee. At both Politico and The Atlantic, I remember watching with some amazement as staff aired grievances openly to the editor--rather than moaning to friends in the pub at the end of the day. Americans really believed in this democracy business. Only The Guardian in Britain has such a culture, but its journalists are notoriously odd fish.

This goes some way to explaining why Lewis and Tucker have come in for criticism from disgruntled staff at the Post and Journal who haven't taken kindly to being told some hard truths about the state of the industry and their own publication. The flip side is that the average British hack would see American newspaper copy as turgid, self-serious, and slow--topped by notoriously bad headlines. I don't know a British editor who does not feel they could make American news more readable, to the point, fluent, and fun. Something about storytelling also differs between the two cultures. In Britain, the line is king--the explosive fact or story that is the crux of a piece--regardless of whether it might have been discovered in ways seen as disreputable. In the U.S., meanwhile, "the narrative" is sovereign and means scrupulously sourced facts are arranged into a satisfying order, even if, to my mind, the resulting story does not always stand up to full scrutiny.

There are other differences, too. In the United States, access to power is cherished, as is a sense of gravity about the mission. In Britain, we prefer our columnists to cast a scornful eye over the country from afar, reveling in their lack of political contacts--even if, in fact, they are themselves scions of the elite. Our most high-profile writers--such as Giles Coren, Jeremy Clarkson, Quentin Letts, Camilla Long, and Marina Hyde--are acerbic, funny critics. This is our culture and the culture of Have I Got News for You.

But in almost every other way, the Wolfe caricature of the booze-drenched British hack is passe, as is the notion of Fleet Street as a den of iniquity. First of all, the boozing has largely disappeared. When I joined the parliamentary lobby in 2010, the older correspondents could still remember when they would adjourn to the pub after a morning briefing at Downing Street. No more. Although Hislop's Private Eye might still nickname Will Lewis "Thirsty" (code: He likes a drink), the British expats now running some of America's newsrooms bear no resemblance to Wolfe's lampoon.

Tucker is a serious, sober, distinctly modern journalist, much closer in kind to the super-successful, hard-charging American business executive than Wolfe's dilettante. Winnett, despite--or perhaps because of--the image presented in the Post, carries probably the best reputation of any journalist in U.K. news media that I know. His greatest hit--a 2009 expose of dodgy parliamentary expenses--has caused some consternation in the U.S. because his newspaper at the time, The Daily Telegraph, paid the whistleblower for his information. The revelations produced panic around Parliament, as a national outpouring of fury over the revelations threatened to sweep away the entire political class. Those who worked on the story insist that the source was paid only to cover his legal fees, and say that almost all such journalism comes with ethical dilemmas. The expenses scandal is, in fact, a good example of how, despite the sometimes-cozy relationship between the press and politicians, uncompromising news reporting can induce the British to turn on their political class with a ferocity rarely seen in the U.S. The British press relentlessly pursued Johnson until he had to resign; the American press did not prove so powerful with Donald Trump, despite the clearly more serious charges.

Helen Lewis: The British right's favorite sex offender

Although British newspapers certainly are more irreverent and more partisan than their American peers, that is not the whole story either. In some respects, America reserves its toughest political coverage and best satire for television. Living in the U.S. in the mid-2000s, I remember watching The O'Reilly Factor and Jon Stewart's The Daily Show and thinking that we had nothing like them back home in the U.K. The same is true today of, say, Joe Rogan, who combines comedy and politics in a populist-conspiracist way that has no real equivalent in Britain.

Ultimately, though much has been made of the British invasion, the reality is that U.S. media are now also U.K. media, and vice versa. Despite British cynicism about the earnestness of American reportage, there is also plenty of reverence for American journalism, just as there is for American culture generally. We may mock, but then we take the knee--and continue doing so long after America has stopped. This is the irony today. Britain is awash with American culture, norms, politics--and media. When Wall Street was occupied, so too, inevitably, was the City of London. When the tents started popping up for Gaza at Columbia, they soon followed suit in Cambridge. Like the ancient Britons adopting the customs and costumes of the Romans, so now the modern Britons match the habits of the new imperium.

Throughout my time covering British politics, our two governing parties have battled to hire American celebrity politicos to tell us how to appeal to our own voters. In journalism, Britain now has a cult of the U.S.-style long read. Patrick Radden Keefe's recent New Yorker story "The Oligarch's Son" was widely acknowledged in London as a piece of exemplary reportage that no British outlet could hope to match, because of its scale, ambition, and sheer labor. In fact, The New Yorker and The Atlantic are status symbols in London, just as the New York Times app is on every British media executive's phone. In U.K. newsrooms, U.S. media websites are displayed on big screens as prominently as their British rivals.

This--and what started as the phone-hacking scandal at Rupert Murdoch's News International, which rocked Fleet Street in 2011 and led to a government inquiry that came close to imposing mandatory state regulation--have changed the nature of the British press. It is no longer the world of Tom Wolfe's imagination, but a more sedate, earnest, and ultimately American environment. Only without America's money.

In reverse, The Guardian, The Spectator, and my own publication, UnHerd, have growing American readerships and seek to address U.S. news in ways those readers will find accessible. Even if American editors have yet to take over British newspapers, the size of The New York Times's London bureau now rivals that of any British publication, producing occasionally brilliant reporting and occasionally ludicrous reflections of a Britain more aligned with what its American audience wants to read than with the reality. The truth is that we already live in an American world. The internet is merely melding our media together as well--in ways that seem to be setting alight the vanities that still dominate both of our newspaper cultures.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/06/american-newspapers-british-editors/678719/?utm_source=feed
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The Most Dangerous Bias in Today's America

It's the one that stops people from hearing the good news.

by David Frum




Updated at 4:20 p.m. ET on June 18, 2024

Fourteen years ago, I trespassed into what used to be Michigan Central Station in Detroit. The beaux-arts building had fallen into ruin since it closed to the public a generation before. It was fenced off for safety: Stairways were treacherous; floors were broken; opportunities to slash a foot or break a neck abounded. In this 2009 music video for the Eminem song "Beautiful," you can see the station much as I saw it the following year.

The wreckage of Detroit's train station symbolized the downfall of a once-great city.

That image still haunts Donald Trump's imagination. This past weekend, Trump traveled to Detroit to rage against crime and disorder:

Look, the crime is most rampant right here and in African American communities. More people see me and they say, "Sir, we want protection. We want police to protect us. We don't want to get robbed and mugged and beat up or killed because we want to walk across the street to buy a loaf of bread."


But as often with Trump's imagination, the image has fallen far behind reality.

On June 7, some 20,000 people attended a concert headlined by Detroit native Diana Ross to celebrate the reopening of Michigan Central Station. The passenger hall has been lavishly returned to its original glory. The office building that once rose above the station has been restored and repurposed as a retail and cultural space. A PBS camera crew led viewers through the renewed terminal, so you can see for yourself.

The rebuild was funded by private investment, principally from the Ford Motor Company. The investors will put the space to new use, as the anchor of a 30-acre technology hub near a residential district that's being revived.

The reopening of the station capped a year of good news for Detroit. In 2023, the city's population grew for the first time since 1957. Crime in the city plunged, with double-digit drops in carjackings and shootings--and the fewest homicides since 1966. Home prices rose faster than in any other city in the nation, surpassing the annual gain of more than 8 percent set by the previous front-runner, Miami.

Detroit remains a troubled place, certainly. But for the first time in a long while, its trajectory is clearly going up, not down.

As Detroit's improvement is real, so Trump's Detroit event was fake.

Trump's team, and some stenographic news reports, described the event as taking place in a "Black church," leaving the impression that he spoke to a church congregation. One of Trump's talkers claimed that 8,000 people attended the event in a building that holds only a few hundred people when all the pews are full, which they weren't. Trump's media allies insinuated that the crowd was mostly made up of Black worshippers; the TV cameras showed a crowd that seemed at least half white and was apparently nonlocal.

David Frum: The failing state next door

The contrast between the reality of reviving Detroit and the falseness of Trump's self-advertising symbolizes a challenge for voters and the media in this year's presidential election. Trump tells stories that are not true. "Trump Portrays Rampant Crime in Speech at Black Church in Detroit," was how The Washington Post headlined its story about the visit. Yes, that is what Trump portrayed. But the portrayal was deceptive.

The deception is one, though, that we are primed to accept. Our brains do not always adapt as quickly as the world can change. Nationwide, in 2024, crime is dropping; inflation is subsiding; real wages are rising--and rising fastest for the lowest-paid workers.

Yet the good news is taking time to register. Trump is racing against that time, with some success.

The United States has suffered two severe economic shocks in the past two decades: the Great Recession of 2008-09 and the pandemic shutdown of 2020-21. Recovery from the recession was slow and uncertain, and was followed by a wave of social troubles--the opioid epidemic, rising crime, and other pressures that Trump exploited in the 2016 election.

Recovery from the pandemic shutdown, however, has so far been rapid and strong. Has the memory of the first shock distorted our perception of the second? Or is some other barrier preventing us from seeing the world as it is?

The election of 2024--and the fate of American democracy--may turn on whether we can look past outdated stereotypes to grasp current realities.



This article originally stated that a hotel once stood above Michigan Central Station. In fact, it was an office building.
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        We Ruined Rain
        Marina Koren

        Water gave every living thing on Earth the gift of existence. And yet, of late, it seems determined to wipe us out. The Atlantic hurricane season, widely predicted to be a fierce one, is here, and early this morning the first named storm, Alberto, made landfall in northeastern Mexico and drenched everything in its path.And in Florida last week, it was as if the heavens had turned on the tap and simply left it running. The state's south usually gets about eight to 10 inches of rain throughout June;...

      

      
        The 1970s Movie That Explains 2020s America
        Ronald Brownstein

        This spring, I went to see Chinatown in a theater for the first time since its release, on June 20, 1974. The movie was headlining at the annual TCM Classic Film Festival on Hollywood Boulevard. Inside, every seat in the huge IMAX theater was taken. When Jack Nicholson and Faye Dunaway kissed for the first time, they filled the towering screen with every bit as much star power as Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall did in Hollywood's golden age. But the rapid descent into tragedy during the film's ...

      

      
        Trump Dreams of a Swifter Death Penalty
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.During a recent campaign event in Phoenix, Arizona, Donald Trump mused about capital punishment. "We've never had [such] massive amounts of drugs pouring into our country," he said. "And by the way, you'll never solve the problem without the death penalty." Trump also said he had made a deal with Xi Jinping prior to the end of his term that would have seen China executing anyone found to be manufacturing fentanyl for sale...

      

      
        The Books <em>The Atlantic</em> Loved--And Hated
        Emma Sarappo

        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.Working on the Books desk of a 167-year-old publication offers incredible opportunities--and dredges up some insecurities. Will our judgment hold up to future readers' evaluations? Is the work we're putting out worthy of the magazine's illustrious traditions? Over the years, The Atlantic's literary coverage has taken on both the task of ...

      

      
        The Truth About America's Most Common Surgery
        Hannah Giorgis

        In 1957, Ladies' Home Journal printed a letter from a reader, identified solely as "Registered Nurse," imploring the publication to "investigate the tortures that go on in modern delivery rooms." She cited examples of the "sadism" she'd witnessed in an unnamed Chicago hospital: women restrained with cuffs and steel clamps; an obstetrician operating without anesthetic. Among some doctors, the nurse wrote, the prevailing attitude toward women in labor seemed to be "tie them down so they won't give ...

      

      
        The Schools That Are No Longer Teaching Kids to Read Books
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Recently, an old friend of mine from elementary school ran a hand over my bookshelf, stopped, and said, "You stole this.""I did not!""Yes, you did. You totally stole it from school."She pulled out my copy of The Once and Future King, and showed me the inside of the front cover. It was stamped: Board of Education, City of New York.Okay, so I stole it. But I had a good reason. I loved that book so much; I could...

      

      
        How a Band Falls Apart, According to <em>Stereophonic</em>
        Elise Hannum

        Like the members of Fleetwood Mac, or the Mamas & the Papas, or the Beatles, or Van Halen, the rock band at the center of the Broadway play Stereophonic can't seem to keep its act together. The bassist stumbles drunk and late into a recording session; the guitarist keeps futzing with the tempo on a song. The musicians are clearly close with one another--lots of inside jokes, lots of casual touching--but that only makes the bickering more personal.David Adjmi's play, which on Sunday night won five T...

      

      
        Open the Door Wider for Refugees
        Ilhan Omar

        Of the many titles I hold--congresswoman, mother, sister, organizer--one represents a part of my identity that I hold particularly close to my heart: refugee.People frequently come up to me and share their own refugee stories. We immediately ask each other how long it has been since arriving in the United States. In my case, it's been 29 years since my family and I were given a golden ticket to start a new life in America as refugees.We escaped war in Somalia and found refuge at the Utange camp in ...

      

      
        The Most Dangerous Bias in Today's America
        David Frum

        Updated at 4:20 p.m. ET on June 18, 2024Fourteen years ago, I trespassed into what used to be Michigan Central Station in Detroit. The beaux-arts building had fallen into ruin since it closed to the public a generation before. It was fenced off for safety: Stairways were treacherous; floors were broken; opportunities to slash a foot or break a neck abounded. In this 2009 music video for the Eminem song "Beautiful," you can see the station much as I saw it the following year.The wreckage of Detroi...

      

      
        An Emersonian Guide to Taking Control of Your Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Sometimes, you can feel as though no one wants you to think for yourself. All day, every day, through our devices, news-media diets, and social-media accounts, we are inundated with others' opinions on all matters. Politicians, corporations, media figures, strangers, and friends tell us what to do and think. To be a good and right-thinking person, you must vote for this, believe in that, buy this...

      

      
        Miami Is Entering a State of Unreality
        Mario Alejandro Ariza

        This article was published in partnership with Floodlight.

Hank Perez, 72, was trying to get home to North Miami Beach on Wednesday afternoon last week, but the rain had other plans. Floodwaters as high as the hood of Perez's gray Toyota Yaris stalled the car; he pulled onto the median and called for roadside assistance, but it never came. Thousands of other commuters found themselves in similar straits: About a foot and a half of water had fallen across South Florida--not the product of a hurric...

      

      
        The Airport-Lounge Arms Race
        Hanna Rosin

        Perhaps, like me, you have a limited imagination, and you do the airport the same way you always have: wait in many long lines, fight for a hard leather chair, pay $15 for a soggy sandwich. Perhaps you walk right by the signs that read this or that lounge and never really wonder what's behind those private doors. Perhaps you haven't noticed that in the past couple of decades, those private doors have proliferated and are now in lots of corners of lots of airports. I wouldn't blame you, because as...

      

      
        Trump's Campaign Has Lost Whatever Substance It Once Had
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump's 2016 campaign was, among other things, one of the most impressive displays of branding on a large scale, in a short time, ever. There were hats. There were flags. And above all, there were slogans."Make America Great Again." "Build the wall." "Lock her up." And later, "Drain the swamp," which Trump conceded on the stump that he'd initially hated. No matter: Crowds loved it, which was good enough for Trump t...

      

      
        The 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
        Alan Taylor

        The winners of the 15th annual Audubon Photography Awards were just announced. Photographers competed for nine prizes, submitting more than 2,300 entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories. The National Audubon Society was once again kind enough to share some of the winning photographs with us.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        America the Air-Conditioned
        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.As a heat wave spreads across America, the whirring of air conditioners follows close behind. AC has become an American necessity--but at what cost?First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The rise of a new, dangerous cynicism
	David Frum: The most dangerous bias in today's America
	J. D. Va...

      

      
        Has the DEI Backlash Come for Publishing?
        Richard Jean So

        In July 2020, Lisa Lucas was hired as the publisher of Pantheon and Schocken Books, prestigious imprints of Penguin Random House. She was the first person of color to hold the post. Black Lives Matter was resurgent after the murder of George Floyd. Demand for books by Black authors had spiked. Publishing employees had organized a day of action to protest the industry's ongoing "role in systemic racism." Publishers, compelled to act, released statements, hired more diverse staff, and acquired book...

      

      
        Trump World Seems Worried
        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 is running neck and neck with Joe Biden, and might even be taking the lead in the 2024 race. Yet Republicans and their media ecosystem seem to be in a panic about their candidate.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Anthony Fauci: The first three months
	The Biden campaign'...

      

      
        Risking Everything to Lose Money
        Keith O'Brien

        Professional athletes are now playing sports in a gamblers' world, and it isn't going well for them. In April, the NBA banned Jontay Porter, a 24-year-old role player for the Toronto Raptors and a younger brother of the Denver Nuggets star Michael Porter Jr., for allegedly wagering on NBA games, including his team's, and throwing his own performances to influence prop bets. Porter was the first active NBA player banned for gambling in 70 years, but he wasn't the only athlete facing banishment thi...

      

      
        What to Watch, Read, and Listen To Today
        Vann R. Newkirk II

        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 Juneteenth, three Atlantic writers and editors share their recommendations for what to listen to, read, and watch.How to Spend Today"Ooo Baby Baby," by Aretha Franklin and Smokey Robinson In 1979, Aretha Franklin sat shoulder to shoulder with Smokey Robinson on a piano bench during an impromptu perf...

      

      
        A Pulitzer-Winning Playwright Makes a Great Cinematic Leap
        David Sims

        The Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Annie Baker has long been a master of silence; her work delights in long, sometimes torturous pauses, letting audiences fill in emotional gaps themselves. I first discovered her work when I saw the off-Broadway play Circle Mirror Transformation 15 years ago and was immediately convinced of her dramatic prowess--the way she built up a pressurized atmosphere, and commanded a hushed crowd to await the line of dialogue that might puncture the air. Given how specif...

      

      
        America's Top Export May Be Anxiety
        Derek Thompson

        The argument that smartphones and social media are contributing to the rise in teen mental distress is strong. A number of observational and experimental studies show that teen anxiety started rising just as smartphones, social media, and front-facing cameras contributed to a wave of negative emotionality that seems to be sweeping the world.But I have one small reason to question the strongest version of the smartphone thesis. You can find a summary of it on page 5 of this year's World Happiness ...
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We Ruined Rain

Water is a cosmic gift. Climate change is turning it into a weapon.

by Marina Koren




Water gave every living thing on Earth the gift of existence. And yet, of late, it seems determined to wipe us out. The Atlantic hurricane season, widely predicted to be a fierce one, is here, and early this morning the first named storm, Alberto, made landfall in northeastern Mexico and drenched everything in its path.

And in Florida last week, it was as if the heavens had turned on the tap and simply left it running. The state's south usually gets about eight to 10 inches of rain throughout June; some parts of Southern Florida received about 20 inches of rain in just 24 hours, turning streets impassable, damaging homes, and enveloping cars.

This type of rainfall has become more frequent and intense in recent decades. A warmer atmosphere can hold more moisture, and plenty is available as warmer temperatures at the Earth's surface allow more water to evaporate. In a hotter world, when it rains, it really pours. Experts call torrents such as those in Florida 100-year storms, even 1,000-year storms. And yet, they've been occurring with alarming frequency across the United States and in other parts of the world.

Extreme precipitation is a sign of how fundamentally humans have managed to alter the workings of our planet. The first rains on Earth fell several billion years ago, covering the once-molten surface with seas where life eventually emerged. Even now, as scientists search for signs of habitable worlds beyond Earth, they follow the water because they understand that it turned this little ball of rock into a paradise for life. But by burning fossil fuels for about 250 years--no time at all, on the scale of our planet's history--humans have turned a cosmic wonder into a weapon.

Read: Playing God with the atmosphere

Climate change has disrupted the water cycle, speeding up every phase in the ancient, endless process that circulates H2O among the oceans, atmosphere, and land. Global sea levels have risen about 0.15 inches each year over the past decade, more than double the annual increase recorded in the 20th century, both because the ice at Earth's poles is melting (even faster than predicted) and because water expands when it warms. The excess threatens to inundate coastal communities, especially during rainstorms, and eat away at their shores; one inch of sea-level rise leads to the loss of 8.5 feet of coastline.

Meanwhile, hurricanes, fueled by hot oceans, are becoming wetter. Even non-hurricane storms, combined with rising seas, are turning dangerous and straining infrastructure. The storm in Florida overwhelmed Miami's already struggling canal network, where "less rain, or rain that fell at a gentler rate, would have drained away easily," Mario Alejandro Ariza wrote in The Atlantic earlier this week.

The heavy rain in Mexico is, in some ways, a blessing--the area has recently been parched. Droughts are growing in severity around the world, but even when they're broken by rainstorms, the relief comes with its own dangers. Over the past couple of winters, record-breaking rains have rescued California from a prolonged drought, but they have also produced deadly floods.

If you zoom out over the storm clouds to consider Earth as it truly is--a planet orbiting one of countless stars, a tiny blue dot in an endless universe--the way we're treating our precious water starts to look like a cosmic disgrace. Astronomical observations have turned up evidence of rain on other worlds, but the droplets are made of methane, iron, quartz, and even sand, not the H2O that helped create and nourish life as we know it.

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

When astronomers look for the signature of water farther afield, in the atmospheres of planets around other suns, they're imagining the possibility not just of microbial life--the types of aliens that we're looking for in our own solar system--but of intelligent beings, members of an advanced civilization that has amassed stories and records of its own water cycle. After all, "rain is not only part of our chaotic atmosphere, but part of our chaotic selves--connected in every holy book from the Bible to the Rig Veda, every human genre from cuneiform script to Chopin," the journalist Cynthia Barnett wrote in Rain: A Natural and Cultural History in 2015. If water gave rise to all that here, why couldn't the same be true on another planet?

The thought of such a discovery is what makes the detection of water vapor on some far-off exoplanet so exciting, especially when that world orbits within its star's habitable zone, as Earth does. But the presence of some water isn't itself a guarantee of life. The sheer amount of water on our planet is, as far as astronomers can tell, a remarkably lucky exception. The other rocky planets in our neighborhood, Venus and Mars, had their own water cycles, with oceans and rain, before they boiled and froze, respectively. But Earth has managed to hold on to its water, the gift that started it all.

For Michael Rawlins, a professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst who studies the water cycle, the increase in historic deluges feel almost karmic. "Societies around the globe have developed because of the use of fossil fuels," Rawlins told me; tapping that ancient reservoir became its own problem as the resulting carbon emissions warmed the planet. Water, even more crucially, made life here possible, and yet now, because of climate change, that too "is almost coming back to bite us." But fossil fuels were not a precondition to our existence. Water is, and we're acting as if maintaining its balance is not a paramount condition of our future. In the past, we attributed such devastating rains and floods to divine powers, the work of unseen, raging gods. But in this age, we have to face the reality that we're the ones who have turned a cosmic abundance into a cataclysm.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/06/mexico-alberto-florida-rain-hurricane-climate-change/678745/?utm_source=feed
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The 1970s Movie That Explains 2020s America

<em>Chinatown</em>, released 50 years ago today, shone a bleak light on the machinations of money and power--a theme that still animates U.S. politics.

by Ronald Brownstein




This spring, I went to see Chinatown in a theater for the first time since its release, on June 20, 1974. The movie was headlining at the annual TCM Classic Film Festival on Hollywood Boulevard. Inside, every seat in the huge IMAX theater was taken. When Jack Nicholson and Faye Dunaway kissed for the first time, they filled the towering screen with every bit as much star power as Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall did in Hollywood's golden age. But the rapid descent into tragedy during the film's second half had the audience rapt, eliciting audible gasps when the film's director, Roman Polanski, in a cameo role, slit open the nose of the private eye J. J. Gittes (Nicholson) in one of the movie's more notorious moments. In the scene when Evelyn Mulwray (Dunaway) admits that her daughter is also her sister, conceived through incest with her father, Noah Cross (played by John Huston), the auditorium was utterly silent.

I was struck by how, after all these years, Chinatown looks both of its time and ahead of it. The film's warning that unaccountable power was shaping our lives in ways we couldn't understand very much reflected the political sensibility of the late '60s and early '70s. That mood produced a torrent of transformative laws under both Lyndon B. Johnson and Richard Nixon meant to intensify government oversight of business power (through environmental, consumer-protection, and workplace-safety regulation) and public oversight of government power (through campaign-finance reforms and other transparency measures). Yet the film's tragic ending anticipated the likelihood that all of these reforms, despite the good they might do, would not remake a society in which those with wealth and power, like Cross, routinely roll over those without. The film's script writer, Robert Towne, told me, when we spoke for my book Rock Me on the Water, that he viewed his theme as "the futility of good intentions."

Conor Friedersdorf: In defense of Los Angeles

The Watergate scandal, which would ultimately force Nixon to resign the presidency, was nearing its final act when the film Chinatown was released. The film was set in 1930s Los Angeles, yet it seemed to encapsulate America's grim circumstance in that summer of 1974, when the nation was learning that Nixon's administration had hired goons for a scheme to sabotage its political rivals and that the president had tried to hide it by orchestrating a cover-up.

Today, Donald Trump carries echoes of Cross in the way he blends personal and public corruption--evident, most recently, in the civil judgments against him for sexual abuse and financial fraud, and his criminal conviction for a hush-money scheme (in addition to the weirdly sexualized comments over the years about his daughter Ivanka.)

But Trump's political ascent has added an unexpected coda to the questioning of institutions that animated so much of the activism of the '60s and the popular culture of the early '70s. The political and artistic voices that challenged the authority of government and business in those years mostly hoped to reform those institutions, not to raze them. More effectively than any right-wing populist before him, Trump has transmuted that desire for change into a darker crusade to topple the hazily defined elites and "deep state" that he says scorn and subjugate his followers, who represent the "real America."

Trump, too, portrays the United States as a kind of Chinatown where unaccountable power is conspiring against everyday Americans. But Trump's message to his audience is that he can tear it down on their behalf.

The movie was immediately recognized as a landmark achievement. Chinatown is a complex story of personal and political corruption, involving murder, stolen water rights, and incest. Towne started writing Chinatown long before the Watergate scandal engulfed Nixon. Yet the atmosphere of official deceit that extended from the Vietnam War in Johnson's presidency to the "dirty tricks" of Nixon's permeated Towne's story.

In Towne's script, Chinatown was more a state of mind than a place. It symbolized the enigmatic nature of evil and the inability of even well-intentioned people (such as Nicholson's Gittes) to pierce the hidden layers of power, the wheels within wheels turning far from view and understanding. Like America itself in the age of Vietnam and Watergate, Nicholson's character knew less than he thought as he excavated the secrets of Dunaway's Mulwray and her monstrous father, and he understood even less than he knew.

Like many movies from earlier eras, portions of Chinatown clang against changing sensibilities. The scene where Dunaway makes her big admission, as Nicholson repeatedly slaps her, was tough to watch then, and is tougher now. Nicholson's mimicking of Asian accents at one point--though surely something Gittes would have done--grates, too. Polanski's later exile, after he fled the U.S. in February 1978, having pleaded guilty to a charge of "unlawful sexual intercourse" with a 13-year-old girl, cast a retrospective pall on his undeniable cinematic accomplishments.

Read: France's growing pushback against Roman Polanski

Yet the movie transcends the limitations of its time. Chinatown's creation unfolded in parallel with the Watergate scandal from the moment filming started, in October 1973. Nixon's vice president, Spiro Agnew, who was facing corruption allegations from his years as Maryland's governor, resigned almost exactly as Polanski shot the movie's first scene. What became known as the Saturday-night massacre, when Nixon fired Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox and provoked the first real consideration of impeachment, followed just a few weeks later. The real-life conspiracy loomed over Towne's fictional one.

"When I was shooting the film, I was amazed sometimes, listening to the news programs, by the parallels between what I was hearing and what I was shooting," Polanski said in a press interview at the time.

The resonance was not lost on others. When Chinatown came out, Newsweek described it as a "Watergate with real water" and recognized that "this is really a story about the decadence of the 1970s." On the Chinatown shoot, Watergate "enveloped all of us," Hawk Koch, the film's assistant director, told me. "We were thrilled to be doing the movie because of what it was about." Little more than a month after the film's release, the House Judiciary Committee voted to approve the articles of impeachment that prompted Nixon's resignation in early August.

Read: Water, water still is scarce, except for California's rich

Chinatown remains on the shortlist of greatest movies not to win the Academy Award for Best Picture; it was beaten by another classic released that year, The Godfather Part II, which explored similar themes of public and private corruption. Both were part of the early-'70s wave of socially conscious movies that revitalized Hollywood after a long period of decline. These films differed in tone, style, and message, but the most important of them shared a mission to illuminate America's failures and delusions. Although they rarely exhibited any overt political agenda, they aligned with a progressive belief that exposing the misdeeds of business and government could produce a more democratic society that would wrest power from unaccountable elites and give average Americans a greater say.

Now the passage of half a century has produced the irony that the distrust of institutions, which took root in America after the '60s, has been most effectively marshaled by Trump. He has shown a unique ability to channel it behind a right-wing strongman agenda that promises to smash the restraints of custom, law, and democracy to deliver "retribution" against all the shadowy elites that he says are oppressing his followers.

Only a few years earlier, there was little chance that any of the Hollywood studios would have released a film as dark as Chinatown. Although the anti-Communist blacklist that exiled some of the industry's brightest lights had slowly lifted in the late '50s, Hollywood still seemed shell-shocked and tentative until well into the '60s. It responded to the sexual revolution with cotton-candy, Doris Day-style comedies that seemed lame even in Dwight Eisenhower's presidency. Soon, protesters were marching for civil rights and against the war, students were clashing with police on university campuses, and cities were burning with riots, yet Hollywood stubbornly looked back for inspiration, releasing a procession of World War II movies, Westerns, musicals, and, above all, gargantuan historical epics. Like the three TV networks in those years, Hollywood remained unwaveringly, even defiantly, disconnected from the social and political changes that the rising Baby Boom generation was bringing to American life.

For the film industry, the turning point came in 1967. Bonnie and Clyde, directed by Arthur Penn and starring Dunaway and Warren Beatty gave a modern countercultural sheen to the Depression-era outlaws. Mike Nichols's The Graduate (starring Dustin Hoffman and Anne Bancroft), scathingly captured the Boomers' hope for a life of greater meaning and authenticity than their parents' generation was offering (the career advice Hoffman's character receives: "Plastics!"). Two years later, in 1969, the huge success of Easy Rider--the story of Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda as two nomadic, drug-dealing motorcyclists murdered by small-town rednecks--demonstrated the financial rewards of producing films that moved younger audiences.

The studios' new appetite for contemporary films that appealed to this demographic created the economic foundation for a creative renaissance in Hollywood--and a succession of films that memorably portrayed America as adrift and rotting from within, a nation not only deceived by its leaders but deluded by its most cherished myths. So many compelling movies were released in these years that critics have called 1967-76 Hollywood's "silver age," after its 1938-46 golden age. Chinatown immediately claimed a top spot in the silver-age pantheon.

The idea that would grow into the movie came to Towne when he was laid up for several weeks with vertigo around Christmas 1969. He read an article in the Los Angeles Times's Old West magazine titled "Raymond Chandler's L.A.," which recounted how much of the landscape described in those '40s detective novels remained intact a quarter century later. The idea struck Towne that it would be possible to film a detective movie set in the Los Angeles of the '30s on location around the city.

The movie's central metaphor came from a Los Angeles Police Department vice detective who sold Towne a sheepdog named Hira. After the cop told Towne that he worked in Chinatown, the writer asked what he did there. "Probably as little as possible," the cop said. How's that? Towne asked. "Look, you can't tell what's going on, because we can't crack the language," the officer said. "There's so many dialects and things like that, we can't tell, frankly, if we're helping prevent a crime or helping somebody commit one, and so the best thing to do is nothing." As Towne told me, "And that was the origin of the significance of Chinatown." In Towne's script, Gittes repeats that line almost verbatim when Evelyn Mulwray asks him what he did in Chinatown when he worked for the DA. "As little as possible," Nicholson replies.

Still, the words did not come easily for Towne. "No script ever drove me nuttier," Towne later recalled. When he finally delivered a draft, in early 1973, it was a 180-page behemoth that perplexed the executives at Paramount. It also failed to satisfy Polanski, who had been hired to direct. Polanski was living in Rome and initially resisted returning to Los Angeles, where the Manson family had murdered his wife, Sharon Tate, only four years earlier. He feared returning to a city "where every street corner reminded me of tragedy."

Read: The eerie parallels between Trump and the Watergate 'road map'

Polanski and Towne spent eight weeks over the spring and summer of 1973 contentiously rewriting the script. Once filming started, the movie progressed on a brisk if bumpy trajectory. Tiny and tousle-haired, Polanski was an autocrat accustomed to dictating every detail of a scene, including every aspect of an actor's performance. Nicholson, fluid and supremely self-confident, rolled with Polanski's style, finding his edicts more amusing than threatening. But Polanski clashed with the tightly wound Dunaway. "They were at loggerheads a lot--over anything," recalls Anthea Sylbert, a celebrated costume designer who handled those duties on Chinatown.

The movie's ending was the greatest point of dispute between Polanski and Towne. Towne wanted a more bittersweet ending, but Polanski insisted on rewriting the finale with a conclusion as brutal as the drop of a guillotine. Dunaway's Mulwray is shot and killed by the police as she tries to escape with her daughter. As Gittes turns to lunge at the police lieutenant who directed the shooting, an associate pulls him away and delivers the film's unforgettable concluding line: "Forget it, Jake; it's Chinatown."

Gittes had precipitated the tragedy through his overconfidence. "You may think you know what you're dealing with," Huston's Cross had warned him earlier, "but believe me, you don't."

Chinatown's final moments anticipated a world just coming into focus as the production completed. "What was happening with Evelyn Mulwray," Towne told me, was much like "what was happening in the country. You don't know what's going on." Towne painted a morally bleak world in his script for Chinatown, and Polanski made it even bleaker. Even they, though, could not have envisioned a future in which millions of Americans would willingly entrust their fate to Trump, a man as coldly amoral as Noah Cross.



Portions of this article were adapted from Rock Me on the Water: 1974--The Year Los Angeles Transformed Movies, Music, Television, and Politics, published in 2021.
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Trump Dreams of a Swifter Death Penalty

In recent speeches, the former president has been praising China's approach to criminal justice.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




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

During a recent campaign event in Phoenix, Arizona, Donald Trump mused about capital punishment. "We've never had [such] massive amounts of drugs pouring into our country," he said. "And by the way, you'll never solve the problem without the death penalty." Trump also said he had made a deal with Xi Jinping prior to the end of his term that would have seen China executing anyone found to be manufacturing fentanyl for sale in America, though the only verifiable fact related to this claim is that China cracked down on fentanyl sales to America under pressure from the Trump administration.

He then riffed on the same theme at a rally in Las Vegas, where he again announced that the United States would have no drug problem if this country, like China, captured, tried, and executed drug dealers all within a very short span of time. Trump declared that Xi told him that these almost instantaneous capital proceedings are known in his country as "quick trials," and that they've essentially resolved China's struggle against illegal narcotics. (According to fact-checkers at Politifact, Trump's description of China's liberal use of capital punishment is essentially correct, but evidence refutes his assessment that the method is as effective as he claims, or would be effective here.)

Trump's strange pontification on sharks and batteries attracts more attention than his criminal-justice designs, but these more substantive policy ideas are at least as disturbing. There's something satisfying in the presumption that one simple fix could erase all American addiction. But it's nonsense, and destroying the death-penalty appeals process would be both naive and intentionally cruel. Trump may be dreaming aloud when he offers up the possibility of sudden death for drug-related crimes, but enacting such a policy would significantly degrade American law and justice.

Trump's fixation is odd, in part because capital punishment has never eliminated any category of crime. Use of the death penalty in a particular jurisdiction does not even deter crime: Decades of research have consistently found that murder rates are lower in states that do not execute criminals. But for Trump, it's the punishment frequently offered up in place of a credible plan to actually treat opioid addiction and other forms of drug abuse. He suggested its use in a 2023 Fox News interview, saying, "I don't know that this country is ready for it. I just don't know," reflecting on how shocking it would be to introduce capital punishment for selling drugs. "It's not easy to say the death penalty." (Drug trafficking is already a capital offense federally and in two states, a fact Trump appears to be unaware of.)

Trump is right that the death-penalty process is not quick, and the long period of time between a death-row prisoner's sentencing and execution has expanded dramatically in the past several decades. Prisoners who once could have expected to spend only a few years awaiting death can now expect about 20, though some have waited nearly 40 years. The length of the capital-punishment process--mainly the appeals that ensue after a capital sentence is handed down--accounts for most of this delay, though several other factors (including the length of capital trials) contribute. But the long timeline of the capital-appeals process is commensurate with the enormity of the punishment. Executions cannot be reversed. If supporters of capital punishment, frustrated with the length of prisoners' appeals, want something approaching a fair and just death penalty, then careful, meticulous review of each sentence is a prerequisite.

Ronald Brownstein: Trump's stop-and-frisk agenda

Let's pause briefly for a primer on capital appeals. People sentenced to death in a given state may make a direct appeal (either automatically or at their discretion) up to their jurisdiction's court of last resort, usually the state's supreme court. Only issues related to the criminal trial and its accompanying death sentence can be litigated in this venue. Judges may reverse the death sentence and the conviction, just the sentence, or neither at all. Prisoners may then appeal the decision to the United States Supreme Court. During this stage of the appeals process, prisoners have the opportunity to litigate matters in state court that could be adjudicated only posttrial--ineffective assistance of counsel, prosecutorial misconduct, or newly discovered evidence, for example. The resulting decisions can then also be appealed to the Supreme Court. If the Court rules against the defendant at this stage, then their state appeals are exhausted, and they may file a habeas corpus petition in federal court, seeking review of federal issues introduced in the state appeals process. Prisoners may again appeal lower courts' rulings all the way to the Supreme Court, though the justices rarely agree to hear such cases.

In order to be fair, Supreme Court Justice Harry Blackmun explained in a 1994 dissent, "a capital sentencing scheme must treat each person convicted of a capital offense with that 'degree of respect due the uniqueness of the individual' ... That means affording the sentencer the power and discretion to grant mercy in a particular case, and providing avenues for the consideration of any and all relevant mitigating evidence that would justify a sentence less than death. Reasonable consistency, on the other hand, requires that the death penalty be inflicted evenhandedly, in accordance with reason and objective standards, rather than by whim, caprice, or prejudice." In other words, there is no way to justly administer the death penalty without thorough review.

Ample opportunity for appeals also helps prevent the killing of innocents. Since 1973, 197 people have been exonerated and released from death row. Many others have been exonerated posthumously. The Equal Justice Initiative's founder, Bryan Stevenson, told me over email last week that "the error rate in capital cases is extremely high ... The appeals process doesn't ensure no one innocent will be executed but it's clear that without it we would have certainly executed scores of innocent people."

Even if Trump wins in the fall, he's unlikely to persuade enough lawmakers to enact his "quick trial" plan. But it isn't impossible. Laws governing the use of capital punishment in America have changed dramatically over time. If Trump succeeds, every flaw in the American death-penalty regime will be intensified and expanded. Of course, the simplest way to curtail appeals, save innocent lives, and eliminate the gap between sentencing and punishment is to do away with capital punishment altogether.



*Lead-image sources: James Devaney / GC Images / Getty; Tingshu Wang / Getty; georgeclerk / Getty; Bettmann / Getty. 
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The Books <em>The Atlantic</em> Loved--And Hated

Revisiting the magazine's early reviews of classic books

by Emma Sarappo




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.


Working on the Books desk of a 167-year-old publication offers incredible opportunities--and dredges up some insecurities. Will our judgment hold up to future readers' evaluations? Is the work we're putting out worthy of the magazine's illustrious traditions? Over the years, The Atlantic's literary coverage has taken on both the task of criticism--or situating a work in its era, evaluating its ideas, and considering its symbols--and of reviewing which titles are worth people's time and why. Today, my job includes editing book recommendations and essays on new releases, and contributing to avowedly ambitious projects such as our recent list of great American novels. This involves listening to the opinions and disagreements of our contemporary readers. But there's also an entire archive full of people who talk back, disagree, and weigh in, too.

That catalog is full of curiosities. Sometimes initial reviews of works that have since joined the canon are shockingly brief, taking up just a few inches of space in the physical magazine. The Bell Jar got roughly 150 words in 1971, the year it appeared in the United States for the first time--even though "the author hoped it never would, understandably since it is not really a good novel, although extremely promising as first novels go," Phoebe Lou Adams wrote. (That last comment is especially grim because Sylvia Plath was dead by the time the review was released.) In 1945, D. C. Russell evaluated Raymond Chandler, and tempered his praise with the warning that Chandler's hard-boiled formula might be getting him into "a rut." Some pieces are incredibly long, much longer than we'd run now--and not always to their betterment, unfortunately. Others passionately extol the virtues of books pretty much forgotten today: For example, in 1934, we printed a rave review for Men Against the Sea, the second installment in a historical-fiction trilogy about the aftermath of the famous mutiny on the HMS Bounty.

I'm frequently surprised by how many articles in the archive feel prescient and relatable. In 1957, Alfred A. Knopf weighed in on the changes he'd seen in publishing. "It becomes more and more difficult to get a reasonable hearing for a book that is simply good--not a world-shaking masterpiece, not the choice of a major book club, not to be made into a supercolossal movie, but just a good book," he wrote, which is a sentiment I could have expressed yesterday. In 1873, Arthur George Sedgwick reviewed Middlemarch, and attempted to evaluate the novel in the context of George Eliot's career, analyze its theme of fate, and think widely about English literature--but in the end, he ruefully dismissed the whole project. "In the attempt to play the critic of such works as these, one cannot help feeling that to properly analyze and explain George Eliot, another George Eliot is needed," he wrote. It's a feeling that any working critic probably sympathizes with. And in 1922, Carl S. Patton published a long article on another familiar dilemma: Buying new books when at home there's "an ever-increasing number of books that I have not read." (Same.)

Seeing how many people over many years have thought about and wrestled with the same things as I have is heartening, and reassuring, and humbling. It reminds me that the work we're doing today might be similarly reread and reevaluated in the future, and that initial reviews are merely the first draft of a book's reception. Styles and methods have changed over time, but we're doing the same thing as writers of the past: adding our voices to the archive.
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The Truth About America's Most Common Surgery

A new book explores the history of the Cesarean section--and how it explains what's broken about American health care.

by Hannah Giorgis




In 1957, Ladies' Home Journal printed a letter from a reader, identified solely as "Registered Nurse," imploring the publication to "investigate the tortures that go on in modern delivery rooms." She cited examples of the "sadism" she'd witnessed in an unnamed Chicago hospital: women restrained with cuffs and steel clamps; an obstetrician operating without anesthetic. Among some doctors, the nurse wrote, the prevailing attitude toward women in labor seemed to be "tie them down so they won't give us any trouble."

What stands out about the unidentified nurse's observations, and the personal anecdotes other Journal readers shared in response, "is how women were often treated as an afterthought, a mere container for their babies," writes the journalist and professor Rachel Somerstein in her new book, Invisible Labor: The Untold Story of the Cesarean Section. One of the clearest manifestations of this disregard for mothers, Somerstein argues, is the procedure's ubiquity. The Cesarean delivery can save lives in labor emergencies, and it's overwhelmingly safe--but in the United States, nearly one in every three births now results in a C-section, including for low-risk patients who don't need them. For many of these women, the medically unnecessary operation presents a much greater risk to their life than vaginal birth, as well as to their ability to safely give birth again. Invisible Labor traces what Somerstein calls the "cascade of consequences" following a woman's first C-section, framing the procedure as a symbol of the daunting, interconnected phenomena that make American motherhood so dangerous. She posits that the U.S. health-care system has come to devalue the importance of human touch, relationship building, and interpersonal support, causing our medical infrastructure to fall short of other high-income nations in keeping birthing people safe.

Despite the C-section being the country's most common surgery, many expectant parents are not encouraged to seek out information about the specifics. This leaves mothers poorly equipped for the procedure's aftermath, especially when the surgery is unplanned. At the beginning of the book, Somerstein recounts her own emergency C-section, during which the anesthesia failed and the obstetric staff disregarded her anguish. "I felt it all: the separation of my rectus muscles; the scissors used to move my bladder; the scalpel, with which he 'incised' my uterus," she writes. "Yet the operation continued. I was expected to bear the pain." Invisible Labor follows her search for context about this traumatic experience, and her desire to understand why women's pain is so often treated as psychological rather than physiological.

Among wealthy nations, the U.S. consistently has the highest rate of maternal deaths, and the CDC has said that some 80 percent are likely preventable. While working on the book, Somerstein "felt nauseated to learn how many people are hurt, damaged, or killed during or after pregnancy or birth--harms borne disproportionately by mothers of color." By constructing a cultural history of how the C-section became so prevalent, she highlights the extent to which she views childbirth that takes place in medical settings as part of a larger system exerting control over women's bodies. She extensively cites her interviews with midwives, parents, academics, physicians, and other practitioners. Somerstein, who is white, is notably diligent in her considerations of how racism affects Black mothers and how Black women have informed her thinking on alternate paths forward, relaying her own learning process with refreshing candor.
 
 Invisible Labor makes a compelling case for how the C-section's widespread application in the U.S. reveals troubling patterns across our reproductive-health system--some of which trace back to slavery and eugenics. Across the country, structural racism in health care and social services makes the risk of death and severe maternal morbidities much higher for Black women than for other groups of women, even when controlling for variables such as age and economic status. (In 2003, the same year that states began adding a checkbox on death certificates to indicate if someone had been pregnant within a year of death, the CDC drew attention to the persistence of racial inequality in maternal health care.) So much of the harm done in American delivery rooms happens because providers dismiss patients' concerns or don't communicate with them at all--some providers pressure, or even force, women into having Cesareans. While women of "all races and backgrounds report being coerced into obstetric inventions," Somerstein writes, "Black women are more likely to experience this particular form of browbeating."

And as reproductive-justice advocates and scholars have noted, understanding the crisis in U.S. maternal care requires reckoning with the legacy of slavery, an institution that was partly predicated on robbing Black women of their reproductive autonomy. This historical connection is no coincidence: So many medical breakthroughs were only discovered, or widely utilized, because of research that exploited Black people as expendable test subjects. The Cesarean is no different: Historians generally agree that C-sections weren't used to save a dying mother until the 18th century. (As far back as ancient times, doctors and priests performed C-sections on dead or dying women to save their baby's life or soul.) Some of Invisible Labor's most disturbing passages chronicle the change in why Cesareans were commonly performed, a development that "had a critical, and today largely overlooked, wind at its back: the push to bring about more slaves," Somerstein writes. In the 19th century, the procedures were performed experimentally and without anesthetic on enslaved women, by men who were interested in medical techniques that would preserve their literal property.

Inequalities in health care, and in the workforce, also affect women's postpartum outcomes. (Today the South has the highest percentages of C-section births; while there's no one explanation for this, mothers in the South are among the least likely to live in areas where they can regularly access quality health care.) As Somerstein outlines, the most evidence-based solutions to postpartum complications are the same safety nets that the U.S. has historically not invested in. For example, the absence of national paid parental leave makes the U.S. an anomaly among high-income nations, and the current, fragmented model, which is rife with racial inequities, leaves many mothers with no time to recover. The body takes a minimum of 13 weeks to recover, the nurse-midwife Helena A. Grant tells Somerstein. But in a country built on chattel slavery, the default expectation of women, and especially Black women, is still to "have a baby and get right back to work," Grant says.



Even in cases where a C-section is performed correctly and out of medical necessity, the procedure is still quite brutal. Downplaying the toll of any other major abdominal surgery would seem absurd--yet women who give birth by C-section in the U.S. must also contend with the stigma deeming it an unvirtuous pathway to motherhood. That's because American cultural ideals overwhelmingly exalt "natural" childbirths--nonsurgical, unmedicated deliveries--as ostensible proof of a woman's commitment to her child, the one who really matters. That skepticism is even reflected in medieval language about the procedure: One of the earliest known mentions of a Cesarean, from the 13th century, referred to the method of birth as "artificium," or artificial, Somerstein notes. In her conversations with other mothers, she observed how this tacit hierarchy constrained women's ability to speak about their traumatic medical experiences. She "saw clearly the cultural expectation that a mother's pain should be negated by that triumphant moment of union with her baby," Somerstein writes. "How we simply have no script for what to do with a mother's pain when it persists beyond that moment: when the baby is fine, but the mother is not."

Childbirth wasn't always viewed as a medical event, and what most people in the U.S. think of as a standard delivery--in a hospital, overseen by a physician and nurses--didn't become commonplace until the mid-20th century. In the 1800s, childbirth was significantly more dangerous than it is now, in part because women had many more children. Most women gave birth at home, attended by midwives who "brought special knowledge to bear," Somerstein writes.

Often, other women from their communities would come to help encourage the laboring mother and relieve her of domestic duties. Black midwives, enslaved or free, attended to Black and white mothers alike. Men were not allowed in birth rooms, a norm that changed after wealthy white women started seeking out physicians. At the turn of the century, doctors, who were almost all men, brought with them the promise of scientifically advanced methods such as anesthesia to manage difficult births. The doctors' new tools and treatments sometimes ended up causing the women and their babies grave harm, and maternal mortality rates did not decrease until the advent of antibiotics in the late 1930s. But physician-led birth care was still able to gain a cultural foothold by distancing itself from midwifery--the low-tech, high-touch work of women.

Read: The pain that is unlike all other pain

The state of maternal medical care in the U.S. now reflects the consequences of this transition. A once-robust workforce of midwives, many of whom were women of color and immigrants, has been decimated; meanwhile, many hospitals, and the doctors they employ, get paid more for C-sections than for vaginal births. The fact that midwives are not routinely integrated into U.S. birth care, as they are in many other wealthy nations, is one of the many results of racist, state-sanctioned campaigns to devalue the knowledge of women of color. Somerstein lays out how 20th-century legislation restricted, or outright banned, midwives from attending hospital births, and introduced a licensure system that created a de facto racial hierarchy within midwifery. In some cases, the racism used to justify barring midwives from delivery rooms was so overt as to be cartoonish: Somerstein writes that Felix J. Underwood, who served as the director of the Mississippi State Board of Health for 34 years beginning in the 1920s, once "lamented midwives as 'filthy and ignorant, and not far removed from the jungles of Africa, laden with its atmosphere of weird superstition and voodooism.'"
 
 These bigoted views and arcane laws have had lasting consequences, Invisible Labor argues: Even in states that don't outlaw midwifery, entering the profession is particularly difficult for Black women. Across the country, the demand for community-oriented birth centers and midwife-led maternal care far exceeds supply--a shortage that is particularly acute in rural areas, where more than half of hospitals no longer deliver babies. In their rush to disempower midwives, anti-midwife crusaders inadvertently created a climate in which neonatal care is less safe for all birthing parents. And after the Dobbs decision, the stakes of legislating reproductive autonomy are even clearer: Legal abortions are significantly safer than childbirth, and rates of maternal morbidity and mortality are much higher in states with abortion restrictions. More than a third of U.S. counties do not have a single obstetrician or birth center, and the shortage is most dire in states with abortion bans. Women living in these states, especially in rural areas, now face massive disruptions to routine maternal care.

Childbirth doesn't have to be this way. Whether through better insurance coverage for midwife integration or through reducing financial incentives for C-sections, hospital delivery rooms can become less fraught places. Birthing centers, and other modes of community birth, can be tremendously helpful in mitigating the risks that rural women face when hospitals close their obstetrics practices or shut down altogether. But many of the needed shifts can't happen until insurance companies, legislative bodies, and health-care providers work to improve societal conditions for all birthing people. Thankfully, some of the most valuable interventions in maternal care aren't technological, surgical, or even medical at all. As Somerstein writes, "Attending to women's pain could also be rectified by the simple but radical decision to ask women how they feel and listen to the answer." Invisible Labor is a testament to the transformative potential of respecting women as authorities on their own bodies.
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The Schools That Are No Longer Teaching Kids to Read Books

"It didn't even feel like learning."

by Xochitl Gonzalez

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


Recently, an old friend of mine from elementary school ran a hand over my bookshelf, stopped, and said, "You stole this."

"I did not!"

"Yes, you did. You totally stole it from school."

She pulled out my copy of The Once and Future King, and showed me the inside of the front cover. It was stamped: Board of Education, City of New York.

Okay, so I stole it. But I had a good reason. I loved that book so much; I couldn't bear to return it to the school library.

My grade-school memories are full of books: bulletin boards that tracked the class read-a-thons, hand-written book reports, summer-reading lists. But a student growing up, as I did, in New York City's District 20, will have a very different experience today. The city has adopted a new literacy regimen under which many public elementary schools are, in effect, giving up the teaching of books--storybooks, narrative nonfiction books, children's chapter books--altogether. The curriculum is part of an initiative from the Eric Adams administration called, ironically, NYC Reads.

Read: Why kids aren't falling in love with reading

Plummeting reading comprehension is a national problem, but it's particularly acute in New York City. Half of its third to eighth graders--and 60 percent of those who are Black and Latino--cannot read at grade level. Although COVID drove those numbers down, a big factor has been the much-lambasted pedagogical method known as balanced literacy, which grew out of Columbia University's Teachers College. Embraced by the city and then much of the nation back in 2003, balanced literacy attempted to teach kids to read not through phonics, but by exposing them to books of their choice in order to foster a love of reading. The appalling literacy numbers speak volumes about the efficacy of this approach.

Elementary schools are now replacing balanced literacy with a different pedagogy, called the science of reading, based on a large body of research finding that learning to read and write well requires phonics, vocabulary development, and content and context comprehension. The Adams administration announced NYC Reads in May 2023 to make sure that schools followed through with this proven approach. "The data shows that young readers learn best when there is explicit phonics instruction, and a young reader cannot experience the joys of reading if they do not know how to read," a spokesperson for the city's public schools told me. So far, so good. The schools were given three curricula to choose from, and each district's superintendent was to make a decision after conferring with principals and parents. Half of the city's districts were selected for Phase 1 of the rollout and had to adopt a curriculum immediately. Phase 2 schools begin their new curriculum this September.

Although all three curricula are rooted in the science of reading and have met the standards of EdReports--an independent curriculum reviewer--they are not created equal. One, called EL Education, implements the science of reading by using fiction and nonfiction books, such as Hey, Little Ant and The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, to teach students not just to read, but also to talk about real-world issues. Another, called the Wit & Wisdom curriculum, also uses books, such as Stone Soup and Ruby Bridges Goes to School, to "pique curiosity" in students.

But the third, called Into Reading, replaces individual books with one textbook for each grade, all called myBook.

The myBooks are filled with lessons on phonics for younger kids and then, as the grades go up through elementary school, with reading content made up of excerpts of longer narrative texts. MyBook is what is known in education circles as a "decodable text," but one mom I spoke with, Alina Lewis, likened it to a "Dick and Jane reader." Where kids used to read and discuss whole books, they now get a few paragraphs at a time and then are prompted to answer a question. Reading has been distilled to practicing for a comprehension exam.

Beginning in September, this is what the majority of elementary-school kids in New York City will be doing. More than two-thirds of its school districts selected the Into Reading curriculum. For those kids, learning to read will no longer revolve around books.

Both the publisher behind Into Reading, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, and the city's department of education rejected the idea that this curriculum does away with books. "It is blatantly untrue that any of the curriculum options under NYC Reads eliminates engaging with whole books," the city spokesperson told me, adding that "80 percent of the selections within Into Reading are full-length kids books." An HMH spokesperson quoted the same statistic to me.

What, exactly, were they referring to? If 80 percent of myBook were made up of cover-to-cover books, no child's backpack could handle it. In part they seemed to be counting books that a teacher might make available to students. "Into Reading incorporates multiple opportunities for kids to read full-length books at every grade level," the publisher's spokesperson wrote in an email. "This includes whole books that are reproduced within the student myBook but also book club/small group novel reading, classroom library reading selections for small and independent reading opportunities, and read-aloud full book selections." But teachers, parents, and students say that, in practice, the curriculum doesn't leave much time for such opportunities.

When I asked for examples of books that were included within myBook itself, the city spokesperson pointed to Kitoto the Mighty, by Tololwa M. Mollel, for fourth grade. Let me tell you: I have now read Kitoto the Mighty. It's lovely, but it's basically a picture book. It's a far cry from a chapter book that builds reading stamina like, say, Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing--or a chapter-book series like Alvin Ho that might keep kids devouring book after book for weeks.

One sunny day in the spring of 2023, before the Adams mandate went into effect, I hopped on the train not toward Manhattan, as usual, but farther into Brooklyn. I was heading to speak to a fifth-grade writing class at P.S. 503 in Sunset Park, close to where I grew up. The principal, Nina Demos, and I had been first-grade classmates, and had been in touch off and on throughout our lives.

P.S. 503 is located in District 20, the same district that Demos and I had attended as girls. It is now, as it was then, composed primarily of lower-income, Latino families, many of them recent immigrants. When I visited, the students had been writing their own books--graphic novels or chapter books about Latino superheroes, or immigrant kids who missed their old soccer team. We talked about the difference between imagining a draft and the work of revision. They read passages from their stories and peppered me with questions about writing a novel and what Sunset Park was like when I was a kid.

But that was before the new curriculum, which District 20 began teaching in September. Theoretically, Into Reading gives teachers some independence to shape their own classes, but in District 20, teachers and parents say, the rollout has been draconian. Teachers have been subject to constant evaluation to ensure that they are teaching Into Reading purely, while students face frequent assessments to ensure that they're meeting each benchmark. Little room is left over for class visitors or story time or exploratory reading.

Alina Lewis is a District 20 parent--her children go not to P.S. 503 but to the district's gifted-and-talented school, called Brooklyn School of Inquiry--and she has led a fierce opposition to the new curriculum. She told me how the first year under Into Reading went at BSI: "They'd come in from the [Department of Education], and they'd literally go into the classrooms and make sure there were no remnants" of the old style of teaching.

BSI was an outlier: Before the switch, more than 85 percent of students were already reading at or above grade level. The data for this year aren't in yet, but the student reviews are: They miss books. And they're bored.

At a DOE forum in March, students from BSI's middle school testified about their experience with the Into Reading curriculum. "It didn't even feel like learning," Carlo Murray said. It "felt like the state test prep that we do every year."

"We are this far into the school year," Kira Odenhal said, "and unfortunately we are only reading our second whole book."

Though the city's spokesperson told me that decisions were made after "a rigorous engagement process with superintendents and communities," many District 20 parents felt blindsided by the new curriculum. When BSI's principal announced the district's choice at the school's May PTA meeting, Lewis told me, "the parents went nuts; we flipped out."

Lewis was well-versed in all three curricula. A former teacher and school administrator, she was a doctoral candidate in educational theory and practice when the mandate came down. Equipped with her experience and research skills, and without a 9 to 5 to tie her down, Lewis organized a campaign to obtain a waiver for Brooklyn School of Inquiry. The students were so disenchanted with the new curriculum that enlisting other families to her cause was easy.

They wrote letters, met with the superintendent, attended meetings of the DOE--including the one in which children testified about missing books--and courted local press. And they won: This fall, Brooklyn School of Inquiry will be allowed to return to its own curriculum.

Few other Phase 1 schools have access to a parent with as much time and know-how as Lewis. If you look at a map of Phase 1, you'll see that it includes many districts in the city's most heavily immigrant, Black, and brown areas. Just a single district in Manhattan is in Phase 1, and it's the one that covers parts of Harlem, East Harlem, and Spanish Harlem. In Brooklyn, Phase 1 skipped over District 15, which includes wealthy Park Slope, and District 13, among the highest ranked in the city, which runs through the posh areas of DUMBO, Fort Greene, Clinton Hill, Prospect Heights, and what, to me, feels like the most gentrified slice of Bed-Stuy. I know because I live there.

"It's not an accident who is Phase 1 and Phase 2," Lewis told me. "I think we took them by surprise because they literally sought all the either Black and brown districts or the heavily immigrant districts. And they figured they'd be quiet."

The DOE disputes this. "The socioeconomic demographics of a district were not among the deciding factors," the department's spokesperson told me. Instead, districts were chosen for Phase 1 because they had had greater exposure to the new way of teaching already, she said: "The districts participating in Phase 2 were districts where fewer schools were familiar with the new curriculum and therefore benefited greatly from the additional training time." It's true that many teachers had already started relying on Into Reading. This is, in part, because during the pandemic, when teachers were scrambling for materials, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt made all of its courses free online. But the city's rationale raises the question: If the curriculum is so good, and many schools are already using it, why are their reading scores so low?

The rollout in District 13 will be very different from that of District 20. Being in Phase 2 gave the schools an extra year to carefully choose their curriculum. The superintendent, Meghan Dunn, held focus groups with parents, meetings with principals, and even sit-downs with representatives from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt and the nonprofit groups that created the other two curricula, so everyone could better understand which would align with the district's needs. Dunn met with at least one school's PTA to assure them that teachers would still have flexibility in implementing whatever was chosen.

That school, P.S. 11, like Brooklyn School for Inquiry, also had high reading rates, and parents were deeply concerned about fixing something that wasn't broken. Unlike many other affluent city school districts, District 13 is notably diverse, and wanted to be sure that the chosen curriculum would be sensitive to that. In January, Dunn sent parents a letter announcing that she had selected the EL Education curriculum and outlining the process behind the decision. She explained that teachers would begin curriculum training immediately--giving them an additional five months of professional development that teachers at Phase 1 schools were not afforded. Her letter closed with her commitment to fostering "proficiency and a love of reading and writing."

The Park Slope district went with Wit & Wisdom. So did District 2, the one that includes the Upper East Side. Not one of the city's three top-ranking districts selected Into Reading. But 22 of the city's 32 total districts did.

This is especially surprising given that a 2022 analysis by New York University had criticized Into Reading for lacking stories about or written by people of color. Across the grade-level texts, for every 100 main characters, only 18 were Black, 13 were Asian, and 12 were Latino. The texts "used language and tone that demeaned and dehumanized Black, Indigenous and characters of color, while encouraging empathy and connection with White characters," the report concluded. For a school system that is 65 percent Black or Hispanic, and 17 percent Asian, that is a pretty damning critique. (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt released a statement saying that the report was "deeply flawed" and "mischaracterizes Into Reading as a whole.")

How, then, to account for the popularity of this curriculum among school administrators? One answer might simply be good marketing. Another might be ease.

As a large corporation, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt was probably better positioned to advertise its curriculum than the nonprofits that own EL Education and Wit & Wisdom were. Into Reading was already familiar to many teachers because of its availability during the pandemic. Those who hadn't yet used it were likely reassured by its reputation as the easiest for teachers to unpack, which was a significant upside, given the short window Phase 1 schools had for teacher training.

When asked about this short window, the DOE replied that Phase 1 teachers all "received professional development throughout Spring 2023, with makeup sessions during the summer" and "individual coaching" through the school year. But teachers have been vocal about feeling unprepared, according to the education site Chalkbeat.

Into Reading is also the only curriculum available fully in English and Spanish, making it a reasonable choice for a school with a lot of ESL students (though this is a particularly cruel irony in light of the troubling findings about its racial bias).

P.S. 503 is not a gifted-and-talented school. Its student body includes ESL learners and students with learning disabilities. About 47 percent of its students score proficient in reading. This year, according to Demos, the principal, the data look comparable or slightly better than the year before. But she notes that that has been the case every year for the past nine years. Demos has criticisms of Into Reading, but she admitted that "there are aspects of it that I appreciate more than I thought I was going to." She said that its insistence on assessments and standards seems helpful for students who are reading close to, but not quite at, grade level. "And I do think that that is something that I feel is successful, and that we as a school need to reflect on. Like, were our practices in the past holding students in that category back? Has this curriculum helped us push the rigor for those students?"

The improvement among those mid-performing readers is proof that the shift away from balanced literacy toward a science-based approach is correct. But New York could have done so much better than this rushed rollout, the loss of teacher autonomy, and above all the depressing myBook itself.

"The requirements and the mandates are so excessive," Demos said, that teachers have no time to help students engage with books for pleasure. This was something the BSI students complained about during their public hearing. Demos recounted a parent saying that her child is "doing really well with this curriculum," but that the child wasn't having the experience of "falling in love with a series, falling in love with reading." (One wonders whether Houghton Mifflin Harcourt thought this through: Training the next generation out of the habit of reading books doesn't seem to be in a book publisher's best long-term interest.)

Read: How to show kids the joy of reading

When we were kids, I used to go over Demos's house, and we'd lie in her room and read. She introduced me to the Little House books. We'd talk about Laura and Mary Ingalls as if they were our friends, too, as if we lived not in Brooklyn but out there on the prairie. When Demos talks about kids losing their love of reading, the loss feels visceral to me. I had some amazing teachers over my years in public school, but I had some duds too. The books we read expanded my mind, regardless of who was in front of my class.

Knowing how to read is crucial, but loving to read is a form of power, one that helps kids grow into curious, engaged, and empathetic adults. And it shouldn't belong only to New York's most privileged students.
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How a Band Falls Apart, According to <em>Stereophonic</em>

The Tony-winning play explores the heartbreak and turmoil that sometimes accompanies great music.

by Elise Hannum




Like the members of Fleetwood Mac, or the Mamas & the Papas, or the Beatles, or Van Halen, the rock band at the center of the Broadway play Stereophonic can't seem to keep its act together. The bassist stumbles drunk and late into a recording session; the guitarist keeps futzing with the tempo on a song. The musicians are clearly close with one another--lots of inside jokes, lots of casual touching--but that only makes the bickering more personal.

David Adjmi's play, which on Sunday night won five Tony awards including Best Play, follows the growing schisms among five members of an unnamed 1970s rock band as they record their sophomore album. Stereophonic draws heavily from the era's rock-and-roll aesthetics: brown-toned, heavily carpeted decor; vibrant, guitar-heavy songs written by the former Arcade Fire member Will Butler; copious amounts of booze, weed, and cocaine lying around. The show has drawn the strongest comparisons to Fleetwood Mac, especially because the band's core couple seems to mirror the tumultuous relationship between the singer Stevie Nicks and the guitarist Lindsey Buckingham. This very real human messiness is the draw--the sense of making it up as they go leads to exciting discoveries, but it also fosters anxiety and doubt. The end result may be great music, but Stereophonic leaves us wondering whether it was worth the sacrifices required to get there.

Stereophonic takes place entirely within the locus of any band's creative life: the studio. As married couple Reg (Will Brill, who won an acting Tony on Sunday) and Holly (Juliana Canfield)--who is planning on moving out of the shared house where everyone lives together--argue about their relationship, they do so in front of their bandmates, plus the sound engineers. Meanwhile, the guitarist Peter (Tom Pecinka) needles his girlfriend, Diana (Sarah Pidgeon), a singer who gets so nervous about what to do with her hands onstage that she takes up the tambourine. Despite their idiosyncrasies, they're united in the pursuit of rock stardom, a dream that becomes more realistic as their first album starts to climb the charts. But by keeping the action isolated from the payoff of popularity, Adjmi is able to keep a focus instead on how that success changes the group, then tears them apart.

Read: Daisy Jones and the trap of the love triangle

As the recording sessions drag out, the tensions ratchet up; some scenes begin after midnight. But it's during some of their worst personal moments that the most important musical triumphs occur. In one scene, Diana is having trouble hitting the high note in a song called "East of Eden," in which a narrator implores a lover to avoid making a false choice between two compatible life paths. Peter seems to be focused on the future--perfecting the album, having a child with Diana. She is less certain, and still processing the fame they're experiencing now; she often frets about not being smart or talented enough. She and Peter end up arguing offstage, with hot mics that allow the engineers (and the audience) to hear everything, and break up. Still, she returns to the microphone for another take--and finally hits the note.

The moment is more than a satisfying triumph in the narrative; there's a bittersweet yet voyeuristic allure to watching a professional high follow personal suffering. One real-world analogue is Fleetwood Mac's 1997 performance of "Silver Springs," a recording of which periodically goes viral. At the time, 20 years had passed since the band released its rollicking magnum opus, Rumours, and the classic lineup--Nicks, Buckingham, Christine and John McVie, and Mick Fleetwood--hadn't worked together full-time in a decade. As she sings, Nicks focuses her intense gaze on Buckingham, almost like she's trying to curse him. They had joined the band as a couple, musically and romantically, and broke up while Rumours was in production; the song's title refers to a Washington, D.C., suburb that came to represent the life Nicks and Buckingham would never have together. We, as the audience, get the thrill of experiencing a great performance and observing the tantalizing context, somewhat masking the sharpness of the very real strife that prompted it. The inverse is true for Diana: Her success can't fully distract from the pain of knowing that her partnership with Peter is truly over.

There's an impulse to recast one's struggles in a positive light when looking back: Everything is worth it because it got me to this point. Near the end of the show, Diana does this herself. After a sound engineer describes the recording process as a "nightmare," she rebuffs him, saying, "This was the best thing that ever happened to me." But the sentiment falls somewhat flat after the audience watches the band splinter over the course of three hours, for the sake of something we never see in its final form (only a few songs are performed in full, though the show released a full cast album). The notion of good coming from bad is a romantic one, but the reality isn't a zero-sum game. No amount of popularity will necessarily fill the gap left by someone you loved; perfection doesn't necessarily negate the means of achieving it.

And so the show's real heartbreak is watching the band's shaggy enthusiasm be replaced with cool professionalism. There isn't one huge fight that breaks them apart. Instead, you watch each member's commitment--to the music, to one another--dwindle until getting them all in the same room at the same time is difficult. The loss isn't just the music, but the people they used to be. At one point, Peter breaks down, tearfully pleading to Diana: "Say you're my family." Maybe they were family once, or something close to it--but that was a different time, one immortalized in wax and then left behind.



*Lead-image sources: Kristin Gallegos; Fireshot / Universal Images Group / Getty; Jay L. Clendenin / Los Angeles Times / Getty; Larry Hulst / Michael Ochs Archives / Getty.
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Open the Door Wider for Refugees

I'm here today only because of the kindness of strangers who fought to open the door for those fleeing unthinkable circumstances. Others should have the same chance.

by Ilhan Omar




Of the many titles I hold--congresswoman, mother, sister, organizer--one represents a part of my identity that I hold particularly close to my heart: refugee.

People frequently come up to me and share their own refugee stories. We immediately ask each other how long it has been since arriving in the United States. In my case, it's been 29 years since my family and I were given a golden ticket to start a new life in America as refugees.

We escaped war in Somalia and found refuge at the Utange camp in Kenya. During my four years living in a refugee camp with little food or water, I saw the best and worst of humanity. I witnessed the joy of a mother welcoming a baby safely into the world, despite the odds stacked against her. I witnessed the death of friends and family members in a camp where malaria, dysentery, and respiratory diseases were rampant. I am grateful that I made it out alive. But I would not be here without the generosity of the Kenyan people, the resolute efforts of UN workers, the help of resettlement organizations such as Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service, and the welcoming spirit of the American people who gave me and my family a second chance at life.

Right now, the world is facing an unprecedented displacement crisis, as conflicts and catastrophes in the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and Asia displace tens of millions of people from their homes. I'm here today only because of the kindness of strangers who fought to open the door for those fleeing unthinkable circumstances. And that's why today, as we observe World Refugee Day, I am calling on President Biden to raise the refugee admissions cap, and allow more to enter the United States.

Not long after taking office, the president raised the admissions cap to 125,000, an important step in the right direction. But that number is still too small. Even worse, we have routinely failed to meet the cap. President Biden has called the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program "a statement about who we are, and who we want to be." I want us to be a country that lives up to our values of opening our arms during times of global catastrophe--both by raising the cap, and by ensuring that we actually admit the number of refugees it authorizes.

The horrific civil war in Sudan has displaced an estimated 10 million people, including almost 2 million who have fled to neighboring countries. Many of them have sought refuge in Ethiopia, which itself still has more than 1 million people forcibly displaced by the conflict and atrocities in Tigray. More than 1 million Rohingya are living in Bangladesh within a refugee camp in Cox's Bazar that has become a hotbed for forced recruitment of child soldiers and other human-rights violations. Massive numbers of people have fled wars in Syria and Ukraine, and economic and security collapses in Venezuela and Haiti. Global strife, economic uncertainty, and the climate crisis seem likely to fuel even higher levels of forced migration in the years ahead.

The systems in place, both in the U.S. and at the international level, are clearly inadequate to meet the scale of the displacement we are seeing around the world. Not only is it crucial to raise the refugee admissions cap; we also need an international treaty for migration worldwide, like the Paris Agreement on climate change, except binding on its signatories. We must create a system that is based on the human rights of migrants; that is mindful of the disparate experiences that migrant women, children, and LGBTQ people face; and that recognizes that every country on Earth has its role to play in establishing a more just, efficient, and humane way for people to exercise their freedom of movement.

As we work toward that larger goal, the United States must work to improve its own system for handling refugees. People who make the gut-wrenching decision to flee their home to escape brutal violence, as my family did, do not pause to consider whether Title 42 will impede their ability to enter the U.S. They do not check to see what amendments are going to be offered in the House of Representatives, watch a little bit of a Senate floor debate, or read through press statements from the White House. They flee because they have to. They come to our borders because they have no other option. There is no level of cruelty and no number of condescending warnings placed on billboards in Guatemala or anywhere else that will prevent parents from protecting their family.

The Biden administration has shown creativity and flexibility in creating parole programs for Ukrainians, Haitians, Cubans, and Venezuelans. These are not perfect solutions, but they have been successful at reducing border encounters for people from those countries, and they have demonstrated that we have the ability to welcome people in large numbers through orderly and safe processes. We should do the same for Sudanese and Ethiopians, at a minimum. But even more than that, we should work toward establishing comprehensive legal pathways that enable people to arrive in the United States without risking their life or paying human traffickers their entire savings just to be detained at the border and deported.

Fixing our immigration system is not merely a matter of basic morality, although it is that. It is also the right way to address the very real problems that are created when millions of people mass at designated ports of entry and then are either detained or sent to overstretched cities around the country. As heated as the debate over the veracity of asylum claims has become, the very fact that so many people are seeking asylum shows us that many people are trying to arrive here legally. We should give them the opportunity to do so.

And we must reject the cynicism of those who indulge in xenophobia, or promise to close immigration pathways, because they believe that those positions will prove politically advantageous. Untold numbers of people around the world are counting on us to do the right thing. I dreamed of one day living in the United States when I was huddled in a refugee camp; today millions of children are dreaming the same dream, of living in a country that promises peace and opportunity. I hope that the door that saved my life can be opened even wider.
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The Most Dangerous Bias in Today's America

It's the one that stops people from hearing the good news.

by David Frum




Updated at 4:20 p.m. ET on June 18, 2024

Fourteen years ago, I trespassed into what used to be Michigan Central Station in Detroit. The beaux-arts building had fallen into ruin since it closed to the public a generation before. It was fenced off for safety: Stairways were treacherous; floors were broken; opportunities to slash a foot or break a neck abounded. In this 2009 music video for the Eminem song "Beautiful," you can see the station much as I saw it the following year.

The wreckage of Detroit's train station symbolized the downfall of a once-great city.

That image still haunts Donald Trump's imagination. This past weekend, Trump traveled to Detroit to rage against crime and disorder:

Look, the crime is most rampant right here and in African American communities. More people see me and they say, "Sir, we want protection. We want police to protect us. We don't want to get robbed and mugged and beat up or killed because we want to walk across the street to buy a loaf of bread."


But as often with Trump's imagination, the image has fallen far behind reality.

On June 7, some 20,000 people attended a concert headlined by Detroit native Diana Ross to celebrate the reopening of Michigan Central Station. The passenger hall has been lavishly returned to its original glory. The office building that once rose above the station has been restored and repurposed as a retail and cultural space. A PBS camera crew led viewers through the renewed terminal, so you can see for yourself.

The rebuild was funded by private investment, principally from the Ford Motor Company. The investors will put the space to new use, as the anchor of a 30-acre technology hub near a residential district that's being revived.

The reopening of the station capped a year of good news for Detroit. In 2023, the city's population grew for the first time since 1957. Crime in the city plunged, with double-digit drops in carjackings and shootings--and the fewest homicides since 1966. Home prices rose faster than in any other city in the nation, surpassing the annual gain of more than 8 percent set by the previous front-runner, Miami.

Detroit remains a troubled place, certainly. But for the first time in a long while, its trajectory is clearly going up, not down.

As Detroit's improvement is real, so Trump's Detroit event was fake.

Trump's team, and some stenographic news reports, described the event as taking place in a "Black church," leaving the impression that he spoke to a church congregation. One of Trump's talkers claimed that 8,000 people attended the event in a building that holds only a few hundred people when all the pews are full, which they weren't. Trump's media allies insinuated that the crowd was mostly made up of Black worshippers; the TV cameras showed a crowd that seemed at least half white and was apparently nonlocal.

David Frum: The failing state next door

The contrast between the reality of reviving Detroit and the falseness of Trump's self-advertising symbolizes a challenge for voters and the media in this year's presidential election. Trump tells stories that are not true. "Trump Portrays Rampant Crime in Speech at Black Church in Detroit," was how The Washington Post headlined its story about the visit. Yes, that is what Trump portrayed. But the portrayal was deceptive.

The deception is one, though, that we are primed to accept. Our brains do not always adapt as quickly as the world can change. Nationwide, in 2024, crime is dropping; inflation is subsiding; real wages are rising--and rising fastest for the lowest-paid workers.

Yet the good news is taking time to register. Trump is racing against that time, with some success.

The United States has suffered two severe economic shocks in the past two decades: the Great Recession of 2008-09 and the pandemic shutdown of 2020-21. Recovery from the recession was slow and uncertain, and was followed by a wave of social troubles--the opioid epidemic, rising crime, and other pressures that Trump exploited in the 2016 election.

Recovery from the pandemic shutdown, however, has so far been rapid and strong. Has the memory of the first shock distorted our perception of the second? Or is some other barrier preventing us from seeing the world as it is?

The election of 2024--and the fate of American democracy--may turn on whether we can look past outdated stereotypes to grasp current realities.



This article originally stated that a hotel once stood above Michigan Central Station. In fact, it was an office building.
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An Emersonian Guide to Taking Control of Your Life

The great American thinker never pretended that true independence of mind was easy, but he made a thrilling case for its rewards.

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.

Sometimes, you can feel as though no one wants you to think for yourself. All day, every day, through our devices, news-media diets, and social-media accounts, we are inundated with others' opinions on all matters. Politicians, corporations, media figures, strangers, and friends tell us what to do and think. To be a good and right-thinking person, you must vote for this, believe in that, buy this, hate that.

Have you ever fantasized about somehow rejecting all of that--blocking out the noise and focusing on your own thoughts and judgments? If so, you are hungering for what Aristotle called autarkeia, or "self-sufficiency," which he believed is a requirement for true happiness. By this, he did not mean doing everything for yourself, such as growing all your own food or removing your own appendix. He meant making your own choices about your life and welfare, based on your independent beliefs and convictions. Or, as the psychologist Roy Baumeister puts it, developing "a reliance on internal resources to provide life with coherence (meaning) and fulfillment."

Ample evidence exists to show that a lack of such self-sufficiency is very bad for you. Scholars have found, for example, that the young adults who are the most prone to depression and substance use are the least self-sufficient. It also stands to reason that most of us could benefit from more independence.

The challenge is how to achieve it. Luckily for us, a famous American philosopher focused on exactly that question and left us the guide to self-reliance he wrote in 1841. Read it, and you might just find the self-determining freedom you crave.

Arthur C. Brooks: You're not perfect

Ralph Waldo Emerson was a philosopher, poet, erstwhile Unitarian minister, and, in fact, a founder of this magazine. He was also a notorious freethinker, remarkably unburdened by the conventions of his time. Arguably his most celebrated work is a long essay titled, plainly, "Self-Reliance." This is his how-to instructional on making your own way in a world that prefers you to fall in line.

The essay, which has thrilled my heart ever since I was a young man, was so controversial in its time that Emerson's own aunt condemned it as a "strange medley of atheism and false independence." The reputation it has gained over the years suggests that she was much mistaken. From "Self-Reliance," we can derive Emerson's lessons for living with full realization of personal autonomy that stand up remarkably well to modern research. Here are eight key principles that reflect both his wisdom and our own social science to help you build your self-reliant life.

1. Maintain your privacy.
 "My life is for itself and not for a spectacle," Emerson writes. "I much prefer that it should be of a lower strain, so it be genuine and equal, than that it should be glittering and unsteady." If Emerson believed this in the 1840s, imagine what he would think today in an era of unrestrained sharing of one's private life via social media. In fact, researchers studying Iranian adolescents found a strong tendency toward destructive oversharing of personal information on these platforms, which can be associated with anxiety, attention-seeking, and social-media addiction. Keep your private life, well, private.

2. Don't conform to anyone else's thinking.
 The most important message of "Self-Reliance" comes in this line: "Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist." Emerson believed that even if you agree with the prevailing conventional wisdom, you must still exercise skepticism. Think and act independently, because to embrace the wisdom of any party or clique is to don what amounts to a "prison-uniform." Certainly, you need to be aware that going your own way can have costs. Scientists have shown in experiments that the pain of feeling rejected is processed in the same brain region as physical pain--suggesting that rejection can seem physically painful. As Emerson acknowledges, "For nonconformity the world whips you with its displeasure." And that leads to the next lesson.

3. Don't be afraid to walk alone.
 There is a way to deal with the fear of others' disapproval. Writing in the journal Psychophysiology in 2016, researchers showed that people perceive a threat when they disagree with a group and their goal is to fit in. But when they set a goal of individuality instead, the disagreement from the group is perceived as a challenge, which is positive. Stop trying to fit in and you will no longer feel hurt when you don't. As Emerson writes, "The great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with perfect sweetness the independence of solitude."

4. Choose a life of self-discipline.
 Walking your own path in life means doing your own work to be happy and successful. But no one will carry you--which leads to Emerson's fourth lesson. "Instead of the gong for dinner," he writes, "let us hear a whistle from the Spartan fife." In other words, instead of expecting to be served with comforts, you should be prepared to deal with some privation--and be better for it. Today, social scientists would say Emerson is talking about having grit, the quality identified by the psychologists Angela L. Duckworth and Lauren Eskreis-Winkler of choosing to pursue long-term goals with passion and perseverance, even when they prove difficult. Gritty people tend to be successful in life; they are also happier. Once again, this isn't the easy route in life--but that's the point.

5. Admire virtue; pay no attention to vice.
 You might be tempted to think that Emerson advocates abandoning all admiration of others. He does not; he simply argues for hardheaded discrimination between what is good and true, and everything else. "If you are noble, I will love you," he writes, but "if you are not, I will not hurt you and myself by hypocritical attentions." In other words, admire noble, good people, and give your attention only to what edifies and uplifts you. Psychologists have found that moral admiration of others may spur more positive qualities in yourself. Anything that is trivial, immoral, or silly is not even worth condemning; you should erase it utterly from your life.

6. Be willing to change your mind.
 Most people are loath to appear inconsistent, and hate to admit having changed their minds. They fear that doing so makes them appear weak or unserious--or, worse, hypocritical. Emerson dismisses this fear in "Self-Reliance," leading to its most famous line: "A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines." He advocates saying what you believe without apology, whether it is consistent with what you believed yesterday or not. Just say, "I changed my mind," because the research shows this can make you a less anxious person and thus happier.

7. Do not lie, including to yourself, no matter how much it hurts to tell the truth.
 This instruction is a hard but important one for self-sufficiency. You can make your own decisions and form your own beliefs only "by speaking the truth," which Emerson calls "the state of war." This is not as hyperbolic as it may sound: Research suggests that the path of least resistance in life involves a lot of prevarication toward others and even with ourselves. To be truly self-reliant, we must stand up to this tendency, and be able to say, "I disagree with you" when we do, or "I dislike my life" when, deep down, we know this to be true.

8. Don't be a "city doll."
 Emerson had a particular aversion to the way modern institutions domesticate us and render us dependent and helpless. "If the finest genius studies at one of our colleges, and is not installed in an office within one year afterwards," he writes, "it seems to his friends and to himself that he is right in being disheartened." He goes on to contrast this soft desk jockey with the "sturdy lad" from the countryside who builds his own life as he sees fit, and "always, like a cat, falls on his feet." To Emerson, the young yeoman is worth "a hundred of these city dolls."

The metaphorical message he intends is that you should not rely on any external institution for your happiness--and this has long been confirmed by researchers who have shown that seeking happiness from without usually leads to frustration. Instead, seek your happiness within--and build your own best life strictly according to your own specifications.

Ralph Waldo Emerson: The president's proclamation

To make all of these precepts as practical as possible, here are the eight succinct Emersonian rules for self-reliance that I try to remember. You, too, may find them helpful to monitor your behavior and conscience, and to check how self-reliant you're managing to be.

1. Be a private person; never share details of your life with total strangers.
 2. Don't conform to any conventional wisdom; question everything.
 3. Make independence your goal; walk alone when necessary.
 4. Don't take the easiest path; choose to do hard things.
 5. Get the cultural garbage out of your life; focus only on what edifies you.
 6. Change your mind as you see fit; make no apologies for doing so.
 7. Commit to complete honesty; this includes honesty with yourself.
 8. Do not count on external forces for your happiness; look within.


Living by this code is not an easy path, which is why few people really follow it. But in a messy world where the majority of people are just going along and getting along, you will find it well worth trying to do so.

As if to acknowledge the difficulty and loneliness that can be involved with choosing self-reliance, Emerson concludes his essay with one more pensee to give you strength on your solitary journey: "Nothing can bring you peace but yourself. Nothing can bring you peace but the triumph of principles." Amen.
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Miami Is Entering a State of Unreality

No amount of adaptation to climate change can fix Miami's water problems.

by Mario Alejandro Ariza




This article was published in partnership with Floodlight.
 
 Hank Perez, 72, was trying to get home to North Miami Beach on Wednesday afternoon last week, but the rain had other plans. Floodwaters as high as the hood of Perez's gray Toyota Yaris stalled the car; he pulled onto the median and called for roadside assistance, but it never came. Thousands of other commuters found themselves in similar straits: About a foot and a half of water had fallen across South Florida--not the product of a hurricane or a tropical storm but of a rainstorm, dubbed Invest 90L, a deluge that meteorologists are calling a once-in-200-years event. It was the fourth such massive rainfall to smite southeastern Florida in as many years.



"Rain bombs" such as Invest 90L are products of our hotter world; warmer air has more room between its molecules for moisture. That water is coming for greater Miami and the 6 million people who live here. This glittering city was built on a drained swamp and sits atop porous limestone; as the sea keeps rising, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration forecasts that South Florida could see almost 11 extra inches of ocean by 2040. Sunny-day flooding, when high tides gurgle up and soak low-lying ground, has increased 400 percent since 1998, with a significant increase after 2006; a major hurricane strike with a significant storm surge could displace up to 1 million people. And with every passing year, the region's infrastructure seems more ill-equipped to deal with these dangers, despite billions of dollars spent on adaptation.



Thirty years ago, when the dangers of climate change were beginning to be understood but had not yet arrived in force, the creeping catastrophe facing Miami might have been averted. But as atmospheric concentrations of carbon reach levels not seen in 3 million years, politicians promise resilience while ignoring emissions; developers race to build a bounty of luxury condos, never mind the swiftly rising sea. Florida is entering a subtropical state of unreality in which these decisions don't add up.


 A massive network of canals keeps this region from reverting to a swamp, and sea-level rise is making operating them more challenging. The biggest canals, run by the South Florida Water Management District (SFWMD), offer primary drainage; smaller canals are operated by municipalities and private entities. The majority of these canals drain to the sea during low tides using gravity. But sea-level rise erodes the system's capacity to drain water--so much so that SFWMD has already identified several main canals that need to be augmented with pumps. The scary part about last week's flood is that it didn't happen during particularly high tides: Less rain, or rain that fell at a gentler rate, would have drained away easily.
 
 Other adaptation initiatives are under way. Miami is overhauling how it deals with stormwater, and has installed pumps and backflow valves in vulnerable and low-lying neighborhoods. Miami Beach has spent about a decade raising roads, installing pumps, and improving its infrastructure in a multimillion-dollar effort to buy time.

But the amount of rain that did fall last week is the sort of extreme-weather event that infrastructure planners don't design for, if only because it would be too expensive to construct stormwater systems capable of moving that much water that quickly. "Nowhere can withstand this much rain," Bryan McNoldy, a senior researcher at the University of Miami's Rosenstiel School of Marine, Atmospheric, and Earth Science, told me. At his home in Biscayne Park, he slept uneasily on Wednesday night after nine inches of rain fell in just 11 hours. "That's definitely more than what my area can ingest," he said on Friday. Just a few more inches of rain would have meant water coming up through his floorboards.



The state government isn't exactly ignoring the rising water. Governor Ron DeSantis and his administration have attempted to address the havoc caused by the changing climate with his $1.8 billion Resilient Florida Program, an initiative to help communities adapt to sea-level rise and more intense flooding. But the governor has also signed a bill into law that would make the term climate change largely verboten in state statutes. That same bill effectively boosted the use of methane, a powerful greenhouse gas, in Florida by reducing regulations on gas pipelines and increasing protections on gas stoves. In a post on X the day he signed the bill, DeSantis called this "restoring sanity in our approach to energy and rejecting the agenda of the radical green zealots."



Climate researchers, for their part, refer to this strategy as "agnostic adaptation"--attempting to deal with the negative effects of climate change while advancing policies that silence discussion or ignore climate change's causes. On Friday, at a press conference in Hollywood, Florida--which received more than 20 inches of rain--DeSantis repeated his message, emphasizing that "we don't want our climate policy driven by climate ideology."
 
 The Earth's carbon cycle--which has not witnessed such a rapid increase in atmospheric carbon dioxide in the past 50,000 years--is without ideology. The carbon goes into the atmosphere, and everything that follows follows. In Miami, as the water levels rise, researchers predict that low-lying neighborhoods across the region will lose population. Eventually, Florida's policies of agnostic adaptation will have to deal with this looming reality, where adaptation is clearly impossible, and retreat is the only option left.
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The Airport-Lounge Arms Race

The fanciest places in air travel keep getting fancier.

by Hanna Rosin




Perhaps, like me, you have a limited imagination, and you do the airport the same way you always have: wait in many long lines, fight for a hard leather chair, pay $15 for a soggy sandwich. Perhaps you walk right by the signs that read this or that lounge and never really wonder what's behind those private doors. Perhaps you haven't noticed that in the past couple of decades, those private doors have proliferated and are now in lots of corners of lots of airports. I wouldn't blame you, because as a financial prospect the private airport lounge doesn't make much sense. Airport real estate is scarce. Infrastructure is expensive. So why would airlines give you food and a luxury space to wait in for free?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, former staff writer Amanda Mull explains the logic of the airport lounge. Since 2000, the number of flights taken has increased by 50 percent. At the same time, people spend more time at airports because of security reasons. These changes created fertile ground for an airport-lounge arms race, where the offerings have gotten so luxurious that you can now book a skin-care treatment after you finish your champagne. Mull traces the curious history of the airport lounge and the latest players in the game, and explains why, of course, you are not actually getting anything for free.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: I'm not sure if this is an embarrassing or a proud confession: I have never been to an airport lounge, and I don't think that in my true brain I thought they were real.

Amanda Mull: They are real. I had also not been to one until relatively recently.

[Music]

Mull: My first experience in an airport lounge was in 2018, when a friend who I was going to Europe with--I had never been to Europe, never been in an airport lounge. A lot of firsts on this trip. It was a trip for his birthday.

And he had bought an expensive ticket on the flight that we were all on. The rest of us were on much cheaper flights. And he managed to talk all of us into the British Airways lounge in JFK. He's a very convincing guy--a good talker--so he got us all into the lounge, and I was like, Oh, I have information now that I can't unlearn.

I know how nice this is. I know the free drinks and the soft chairs and the lack of crowds. But the crowds have expanded since then.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And that was former Atlantic staff writer Amanda Mull clueing me in about airport lounges, which apparently many other people are clued into.

I'm guessing that many of you listeners are more sophisticated than I am. For all I know, you are right now listening to this podcast while sipping champagne at whatever is the newest luxury lounge at LAX.

But whose idea was it to give you that free champagne? Why are these lounges now everywhere? And even though you are technically not paying for the champagne, you must know that you're not getting it for free. Somewhere down the line, you--or somebody--is paying for it.

Here to explain all of this is Amanda.

Mull: So as people started to return to air travel in the U.S. post-pandemic, I began both reading stories and seeing myself in airports that there was just a huge glut of people trying to get into these lounges--that there were lines forming outside of some of them, that there had been, for some reason, this real uptick in demand among people who were probably traveling a lot also before the pandemic. But, suddenly, a much greater proportion of those people had access to lounges and wanted into lounges.

You also saw, especially in hub airports, a lot of new lounges being built, a lot of construction sites within airports. And there was just enough stuff going on that I began to just wonder: Exactly who is it that gets into the lounges? Why are there so many more people who suddenly have access to lounges? And what is the value proposition, especially for credit-card companies? 

Because, traditionally, airport lounges have been the province of airlines, who give it out based on frequent-flier status. Most of us sort of understand how that works on a vague level. But suddenly there were Centurion Lounges and Chase Lounges, and it just seemed like a lot was going into creating these spaces, and more and more of non-functional airport real estate out there was being used for them. And there wasn't an obvious explanation that I could think of as to why that was happening.

Rosin: So, once upon a time, meaning when you went into the British Airways lounge, you thought of them as these discreet corners here and there. And then, all of a sudden, it feels like they're a huge thing and they're everywhere, and why?

Mull: Right, and that period of change from, you know, 2018 to now is a relatively short period of time, especially for constructing things inside airports. There's a lot of red tape. There's a lot of difficulties, structurally, in getting things like that built. So the pace at which they were being built suggested a real sense of urgency.

Rosin: Right. This whole thing is a little bit blowing my mind because I have done plenty of traveling, and maybe naive--it never occurred to me that the airport experience could be any different than the airport experience I have had my whole life, which is like, you stand in line, and you pay $5 to $7 for a banana, and then you sort of go along with the hoi polloi and find yourself a little seat to sit in, or you sit on the floor. Like, it just never occurred to me that traveling could be any different than that, but I'm obviously very, very late to this game.

Mull: Yeah, it really hadn't occurred to me either until, like, that moment, because although I had done a decent bit of traveling--especially because in my mid-20s I moved away from home, moved away from the city where I grew up. So I had to travel for holidays and things like that. I'm from Atlanta, so my home airport was always, like, the busiest airport in the world. And now I'm in New York city. So all of my airline experiences up to that point had been extremely high impact. (Laughs.) Like, you're playing the airport on hard mode in those situations. There's no pleasant airports on that itinerary.

Rosin: Yeah, exactly. I mean, the last travel experiences I've had, I have the same exact memorable experience, which is: It was such a long line at the Starbucks, and then the people behind the counter yelling that there was a 30-to-40-minute wait so that if you were in a hurry, you should just move on along. I mean, you wouldn't tolerate that anywhere on Earth. Only in an airport.

Mull: Right.

Rosin: Okay, so the airport lounge--where does it originate?

[Music]

Mull: The backstory of the airport lounge is sort of fantastic. The first one in the U.S. was opened in 1939 by American Airlines in what would become LaGuardia Airport, and it was carved out of a space in Fiorello La Guardia's office within the airport.

He was mayor at the time. He had received criticism that his office at the airport was too huge, so he let American Airlines use part of that office space as a lounge. And at the time, it was truly for VIPs. The chairman of American Airlines selected who would be allowed into the lounge personally--you know, fliers who were particularly powerful or particularly influential, so politicians, business leaders, people like that.

It was called the Admirals Club. The people who were allowed into it were deemed admirals. And it was really sort of just like a nicer waiting room. You know, it was private. There weren't eyes on you at the regular terminal. But it wasn't like a full-service experience.

It was a way for a very powerful executive to confer some favor on other very powerful people in a way that ultimately probably benefited him quite a bit.

[Music]

Rosin: That's amazing. That's the very first one. That doesn't sound anything like the ones now. So how does it evolve?

Mull: Well, it evolves in a few steps. The first big change that came about was: Anti-discrimination laws meant that airlines could no longer just decide who they wanted to let into lounges. They had to develop some sort of system that would make it, theoretically, more accessible to a wider swath of people.

So what they did is decide to allow people to buy memberships. Then, anybody with enough money could get in, and you couldn't plausibly be charged with discrimination in who you were allowing access to these spaces.

Rosin: Right.

Mull: So that is where it becomes part of the business instead of just part of the sort of clubby nature of--

Rosin: Right, so it's not just a social atmosphere. Now they realize, Oh, you can actually make money off of these.

Mull: Right. And then during the Carter administration, you have airline deregulation. So suddenly airlines were looking for ways to compete with each other. Because prices on airfares were going down, additional airlines were opening all over the place. You had this moment of really intense competition within the airline industry.

That's how you end up with frequent-flier programs. A lot of the things that we associate as sort of a given with air travel now were created through this process of deregulation.

Rosin: Interesting, because, culturally, I think of the era, say, moving from the '60s to the '80s, when airline travel becomes less obviously glamorous. So it's interesting that at the time it's becoming less glamorous, it's also creating layers of status.

Mull: Right. I think that those things are pretty deeply tied. Before deregulation, all the fares were the same, so the way that airlines competed with each other was through, like: What could they offer you for this very high price? So you had to build in a lot of services and things like that.

Rosin: Like, the best flight attendants, the best drinks. Like it was sort of a marketing campaign?

Mull: Right. There was no price pressure in the airline industry. So you could compete to have, like, the most beautiful flight attendants, the best carving stations on airlines, the most comfortable seats, and things like that. And then once all that regulation goes away, you suddenly end up with just a lot more types of product that are offered in the airline industry.

So you have to offer a lot more things. You want to offer cheap tickets. You want to offer expensive tickets. You want to offer sort of layers or tiers of service level, so that you can appeal to the widest potential population available. And then you also want to create conditions under which customers become loyal.

Because if there's a lot of competition in price and there's a lot of options suddenly available, you want to create things that keep people with your airline, and that is where frequent-flier programs begin.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mull: It's also where the airline lounge becomes an even more professional part of the airline industry. The issue with loyalty programs is you have to figure out more and more and more perks over time in order to keep people happy. And in order to continue bringing new people in at the bottom of the pyramid, you have to add things at the top of the pyramid to move your most long-term, most profitable customers up and up and up.

So you hit an issue where there's a set of perks that you offer, and then you allow enough people access to those perks that they're no longer particularly special, or you can no longer guarantee a particular level of service with those perks. If you offer people access to a special space and then that space becomes crowded, it's no longer really a perk.

Rosin: Got it. Because as you're pulling more people into this special space, you have to create a special special space and then a more special special space. You have to continuously create layers of luxury.

Mull: Yes, you have to continue adding new things. You have to have a few things in the first place to start to draw people in, and then once that is successful, you have to continue to add in order to continue to draw people. Airport lounges are a big part of that for airlines, because the airport is sort of a miserable place, so there's a really big premium on having access to a space that gives you slightly less misery. So it turns out--and this becomes more and more true over time--that giving people access to a slightly more comfortable space and some free booze is an incredibly potent loyalty carrot to dangle in front of people.

[Music]

Rosin: When we come back: How the modern airport lounge came to be, why there are so many more of them every year, and why you are actually paying for them even if you never step into one.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so we've moved through the '80s. Sounds like the airport-lounge arms race is fully underway. What happens next?

Mull: Yeah, after this deregulation in the '80s, there's a couple more things that happen that get us to where we are today. The first thing is 9/11.

[Music]

Mull: When 9/11 happens, you add a lot of process to the airport, and you add a lot of time to the airport.

Before 9/11, you can just sort of breeze right through. I'm old enough that I remember flying a few times before 9/11--like I was a kid, but I did it. Then when that happens and you introduce TSA checkpoints, you ask people to spend a lot more time at the airport because you never know if it's going to take 45 minutes to get through TSA or if it's going to take five.

So you have to block out the time necessary in case it takes 45 minutes, which means you have a lot of people just spending more time at the airport than they used to. So you get an increased demand for spaces that you can just sit in for a while and be comfortable, especially from people who travel a lot.

And then, over this same period of time, from 9/11 to the present, you get this explosion in commercial air travel in the U.S. You have, like, 50 percent more flights taken in the U.S. than you had in 2000.

And that is a huge jump in the number of people flying, and they're largely flying through airports that are sort of old and sort of not well-equipped to handle that enormous jump in volume that happens all of a sudden.

Travel is one of those things where the user base is really disproportionate. A tiny, tiny proportion of people who travel in a given year do a massively disproportionate amount of the total travel done by Americans. Those people are the people disproportionately, at this time, with access to airport lounges because they earned the status the old-fashioned way, by just flying a lot, by spending a lot of money. They are road warriors, work travelers. They are in them all the time.

And so you've got those spaces, and then, slowly, more people want to spend time in there because they have to spend more time at the airport to fly at all.

And then you have, in 2013, an entrant to the marketplace that really changes things a lot and that helps set the stage for what we see now, and that is American Express.

Rosin: American Express. That is not what I expected you to say.

Mull: Yeah. American Express is huge in the travel space. They offer a lot of perks and rewards programs that are geared particularly toward people who want to travel. And they have a longstanding relationship with Delta to issue cards that are co-branded, so a Delta American Express.

There's, like, several tiers of them. They're extremely popular. And the very expensive ones will get you into the lounge. So American Express sees all this, sees how enthusiastic people are about taking out credit cards in order to get these types of travel perks, specifically, and decides, like: Oh, this is a real spot where people who we want to do business with are willing to hop into a new credit card in order to get access to this specific thing.

So what American Express does is they look around and go, like: Airport lounges are pretty nice, but they are kind of no frills, relative to what they could be. We think that we can offer a better level of service in our own spaces and attach them to credit cards that aren't tied to an airline. 

So American Express still issues a lot of those Delta credit cards. It's still a very successful program. But in 2013, American Express opens its first Centurion Lounge, at McCarran Airport in Las Vegas, which is the first lounge that does not have an airline partner. So no matter what airline you're flying, if you have an American Express Platinum card, you can go into the Centurion Lounge. And there's now a bunch of them in the U.S.

So no matter what airline you're flying that day, no matter what type of seat you're sitting in on that flight, you can show your American Express Platinum and go into that lounge.

Rosin: Okay. This is very baffling to me. So, I understand why airlines--I'm following you so far--airlines are competing for customers. Then, suddenly, a credit-card company gets into the business. Why? Are they profitable?

Mull: Airport lounges are not straightforwardly profitable. It is very expensive to operate this type of business. Airport lounges require a ton of staff. They require a ton of capital investment to build something truly nice inside of an airport. They're perishable-food businesses, bar businesses. You have to keep them extremely clean. You have to have staff there, you know, 20 hours a day in some of them. It is like running the most difficult restaurant in the world because you're serving a lot of people, and they're people that are disproportionately used to a really high level of service.

So they are not straightforwardly profitable, but what they're great for is getting people to sign up for credit cards. And we know that because people sign up for airline credit cards of all types with great enthusiasm.

And that is, I think, the lesson that American Express, and later Chase, took from that, and went, Well, we can make the airport lounges even nicer. We can make everything inside of them free. We can make the food better. We can make the bar better. We can put additional amenities inside of them, and, if people are willing to sign up for airline credit cards in order to get access to these less-good airline lounges, then maybe people will sign up for just regular credit cards in order to get access to these much-better airline lounges. And that has been proven true. American Express was absolutely correct about that.

You know, and they keep building more, larger lounges at additional airports. They just opened one in the Atlanta airport that is like over 20,000 square feet. It features outdoor space. There's patios that you can go out onto to get some fresh air. There is a huge, living olive tree inside of it. Some of the new ones are really nice spaces.

Rosin: Okay, so we've gone far beyond a high-end hotel lobby. Now it sounds like these are genuinely Zen spaces that conjure an atmosphere that's, like, the opposite of an airport.

Mull: The nicest ones and the newest ones are really nice, genuinely comfortable, genuinely pleasant spaces. Some of them include spa amenities. I went to the Chase Lounge at LaGuardia--which is brand new and arguably the nicest lounge in the U.S., I think--and you get the opportunity to book a 30-minute skin-care treatment for free if you want to while you're there.

There are some locations that have really nice private showers. So if you are at the end of a business trip and are getting ready to take a red eye home, you can stop and take a shower and put on your pajamas before you get on that flight. You know, there are some real things that are nice and convenient about these.

Rosin: Now, you talked about the post-pandemic crunch of travel. Like, there's a huge number more people traveling.

Mull: Post-pandemic travel is just a little bit different. The volume isn't that different. We are almost back to 2019 travel levels. But the thing that really changed, I think, is that post-pandemic, a lot of people signed up for these credit cards because I think a lot of people were planning to travel.

So after people got vaccinated and felt comfortable heading back out, you had all this pent-up demand among the more-affluent tier of people in the U.S., in particular. And they said, Well, if I was ever gonna get a travel-rewards credit card, now's the time to do it because I've got four weddings to go to, and I want to go see my family, and I've got this vacation that I've been dying to take. So you get this surge of people into these high-fee, very expensive credit cards that give you lounge access.

So you've got like a tier of people who are not business travelers, who are not the traditional road warriors, who may have a little bit more flexibility at work now, who may not be back in the office full-time, who may be allowed to work fully remote and from anywhere now. I sort of think of them as work-from-home travelers instead of work travelers. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mull: That sort of demand settled, I think, at a pretty high level. You have people who are just used to living like this now. And they don't want to sit at the gate with their legs propped up on their bag if they can avoid it, because they have the resources to get a fancy credit card and maybe sneak in and get some free food and some free drinks.

Rosin: I feel like what you're transmitting is that this is good. Like, this doesn't have any--does it have any knock-on effects on the rest of us travelers who aren't interested? The way you're describing it, it just solves a practical problem.

Mull: I think, largely, for travelers, I don't know if it's good, but I think it's not bad. There's no evidence that allowing parts of the airport to be used for these lounges prevents the airport overall from improving its infrastructure.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mull: LaGuardia Airport in New York, it just got done with a very long-term, very comprehensive renovation that made the entire airport nicer. So the investment of private businesses into these lounges and the investment of public money into making the airport nice for everyone can and do coexist.

And because airports are things that are used so disproportionately by a pretty small number of people, making things nicer that are mostly accessible to the people who are most frequently subject to the indignity of the airport doesn't really violate my sense of fairness. Like, these are the people who have to deal with the airport all the time. I'm fine with them having access to something slightly nicer. Because I don't travel that much. I can deal with it for less expensive tickets or whatever.

But then, the downsides are less travel related.

[Music]

Mull: That all of these amenities are so deeply mediated by credit cards creates some things that I think are not great in a larger sense. Because interchange fees are so important to all of these credit-card companies--which are the cut of money that the credit-card company takes every time that you swipe or tap your credit card--and because these lounges are accessible mostly to people who have the very high-fee premium cards (high-fee premium cards generally have higher interchange fees than, like, a lower-tier card or a debit card), they make purchases more expensive. Like, they add sort of a middleman fee onto a credit-card purchase. Largely, what that does is then retailers and service providers end up baking those fees into prices.

So even if you are not a person who has a high-fee card and gets access to all of these perks, you are still a person who pays the prices that these interchange fees create. And they--the theory goes at least, that they--help nudge prices upward, in order to finance the perks that are then enjoyed by this, like, very small tier of people.

Rosin: So, essentially, what you're saying is it spreads the costs to everyone. Like, somebody's got to pay for those airport lounges, somehow.

Mull: Right. The major downside of this happens outside the realm of travel.

These very high-fee cards have become so popular because there's so many more of them circulating now than there was in the past. That bakes in more expenses to every purchase that everybody makes because retailers and service providers who are pricing their goods need to consider that, like, 3 or 4 percent, maybe, of these purchases might not go into their pocket at all. It's going to go directly to the card issuer.

Rosin: Right. So that's why me, as a never lounger--I will probably remain a never lounger. Who knows? But that's why I should care about this.

Mull: I think that it is a sort of peek inside how prices actually get made for the goods and services that you buy. There's such huge demand for lounge access and lounge space that I really don't see this slowing down anytime soon. One of the only things that really could slow it down would be if financial regulators really came down heavy on interchange fees and capped them in some way.

If you take away that revenue source there, you take away the incentive to continue creating evermore luxurious perks for this particular tier of traveler. But otherwise, I think that we're going to see a lot more lounges.

Rosin: Right, right. Well, Amanda, I don't know what to say. Thank you for going to all these luxury airport lounges so we don't have to. That doesn't quite work. But thank you for talking about them with me.

Mull: Of course. Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. It was edited by Andrea Valdez, fact-checked by Yvonne Kim, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Trump's Campaign Has Lost Whatever Substance It Once Had

There's no 2024 equivalent of "Build the wall" or "Lock her up."

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump's 2016 campaign was, among other things, one of the most impressive displays of branding on a large scale, in a short time, ever. There were hats. There were flags. And above all, there were slogans.

"Make America Great Again." "Build the wall." "Lock her up." And later, "Drain the swamp," which Trump conceded on the stump that he'd initially hated. No matter: Crowds loved it, which was good enough for Trump to decide that he did, too.

One peculiarity of Trump's 2024 campaign is the absence of any similar mantra. At some recent rallies, neither Trump nor the audience has even uttered "Build the wall," once a standard. Crowds are reverting instead to generic "U-S-A" chants or, as at a recent Phoenix rally, "Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit!," which has a winning simplicity but doesn't have the specificity and originality of its predecessors.

In their place, Trump's stump speech has become dominated by grievances about the wrongs he believes have been done to him and his promises to get even for them. It doesn't quite create the festive atmosphere of eight years ago, when many attendees were clearly having a great time. Where the new, more prosaic feeling lacks the uplift of the past, though, it has still managed to generate enough enthusiasm that Trump leads in many polls and could return to the White House in a few months.

Read: Why Trump invokes 'common sense'

Even Trump seems to acknowledge the hollowness of his latest run. "In 2016, we had a great campaign and it was mostly about the border," he said recently in Nevada. "And I did such a good job that in 2020, where we got millions of more votes than we did in 2016, but I couldn't talk about the border."

The lack of catchy slogans might not matter if they were just slogans. But in 2016, they were a symbol of Trump's willingness to talk about things that other candidates, including other Republicans, shied away from. When Trump promised to build the wall, he was demonstrating that he wasn't beholden to the somewhat centrist immigration-reform tendencies of the rest of the Republican Party and didn't care about political correctness. When he was attacked for the slogan, he smirked, "The wall just got 10 feet higher."

The focus on the wall also showed that he was willing to deploy (putatively) "commonsense" ideas that other politicians weren't. This helped Trump to appeal not just to Republicans but to disaffected voters of all stripes. He had several such policy positions, including breaking with the bipartisan consensus on free trade, pledging to protect Social Security and Medicare, and claiming to have opposed the Iraq War from the start.

Once Trump was president, only a small portion of the wall got built, and Mexico didn't pay for it as Trump had promised. But although Trump likes to say at his rallies that he constructed 571 miles of the wall (an exaggeration), he isn't now vowing to finish the job. In fact, Trump is emphasizing fewer big transformational ideas compared with 2016. His promises are a scattershot collection of ideas targeted at particular segments of the electorate: ending taxes on salary earned from tips, defending TikTok (a platform he once tried to ban), declassifying files on John F. Kennedy's assassination, rolling back fossil-fuel regulations. Although he promises to clamp down on the border and deport undocumented immigrants, you won't catch a "Round 'em up" chant at his rallies. And Project 2025, his allies' proposal to overhaul the federal government by massively expanding political patronage, doesn't lend itself to a bumper sticker.

On other issues, he seems to be grasping for a position that aligns with public opinion rather than offering his own bold proclamations. Where Trump once trumpeted his appointment of justices who overturned Roe v. Wade, he is now fumblingly trying to formulate a position on abortion that doesn't alienate either his base or swing voters, mostly relying on ambiguity. Regarding the war in Gaza, he has criticized Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and called for the conflict to end quickly--but on Israel's terms. This may not be realistic, though it probably aligns with many voters' basic desire.

Taking the place of all of this in his stump speech are dark warnings about President Joe Biden and talk of retribution for his political adversaries, including the current president. Trump allots a great deal of his stump speech to mocking Biden as incoherent and senile (sometimes awkwardly) while also warning that Biden's administration has made the United States a failed nation, and that his reelection could be fatal to the country. The disconnect between the images of Biden as doddering fool and as evil schemer is one that Republicans have struggled to reconcile but that Trump has concluded doesn't need resolving.

Read: Trump wants revenge--and so does his base

Grievance is not a new note at Trump rallies, but four and eight years ago, he used to talk about other people's grievances and promise to redress them. Now the grievances are largely his own, stemming from the legal cases against him and his loss in the 2020 election, which is so painful that he still won't recognize it. For some of his die-hard fans, this may resonate as proof of his claims that he is their champion: He tried to stand up for them, so the powers that be came after him. (This is absurd if you actually reflect on the cases against him.) Even so, this just serves to rile up the base, rather than speak to an imagined silent majority, as he did in 2016.

In a strange sense, Trump's campaign resembles the one that his rival Hillary Clinton ran in 2016. One big problem for Clinton was the criticism that she had no compelling goal for her candidacy other than that she wanted to be president. Trump's campaign now is about nothing so much as his desire to be president. He's running because he feels that the presidency was stolen from him in 2020 and because it will afford him a desperately needed legal shield. Even Project 2025 is about the accumulation of executive power itself, rather than any particular policy goal. Just like for Clinton, this might be enough to win Trump a majority of the popular vote; unlike for her, it might carry him to the White House. But it doesn't offer a great deal of inspiration or fun.
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        The 2024 Audubon Photography Awards

        
            	Alan Taylor
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            The winners of the 15th annual Audubon Photography Awards were just announced. Photographers competed for nine prizes, submitting more than 2,300 entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories. The National Audubon Society was once again kind enough to share some of the winning photographs with us.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two small grebe chicks ride on the back of an adult, as another adult feeds one of the chicks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-necked Grebe. Youth Honorable Mention. Two red-necked grebe chicks ride on the back of an adult, as another adult feeds one of the chicks at Colonel Samuel Smith Park in Etobicoke, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: A small black-capped bird twists its head around while flying, shaking off droplets of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Forster's Tern. Professional Honorable Mention. A Forster's tern twists its head around while in flight, shaking off droplets of water. Photographed at Shoreline Lake in Mountain View, California.
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                [image: A quail perches on top of a small bush in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                California Quail. Birds in Landscapes Prize Winner.  A California quail perches on top of a small bush in a field in Santa Cruz, California.
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                [image: A bird dives below the surface of water, kicking up its legs and splashing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Common Gallinule. Fisher Prize Winner. A common gallinule's feet stick out of the surface of water as it dives. Photographed in Tarpon Springs, Florida.
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                [image: Two small birds appear to fight while on the ground, flapping.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blackburnian Warbler. Grand Prize Winner. A pair of Blackburnian warblers scuffle. Photographed in Pennsylvania's Promised Land State Park.
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                [image: A group of seven white ptarmigans, photographed in flight against a completely white background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Willow Ptarmigan. Professional Winner. A group of seven willow ptarmigans, photographed in flight against a completely white background, in Kluane National Park, Yukon, Canada.
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                [image: A wild turkey stands on a set of railroad tracks, wings outstretched.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wild Turkey. Female Bird Prize Winner. A female wild turkey stands on railroad tracks in Roseville, Minnesota.
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                [image: Many grackles fly past and perch on power lines above a road intersection.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great-tailed Grackle. Amateur Winner. Silhouetted grackles fly past and perch on power lines at the corner of Slaughter Lane and Congress Avenue in Austin, Texas.
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                [image: An owl hangs upside down while feeding on a squirrel among bare tree branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Barred Owl. Amateur Honorable Mention. A barred owl hangs upside down while feeding on a squirrel in Deep Brook Preserve in Newtown, Connecticut.
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                [image: One kestrel sits on top of another, perched on a post.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Kestrel. Youth Winner. A pair of American kestrels, photographed in Calero County Park in San Jose, California.
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                [image: A flock of avocets stand in silhouette along a shoreline at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Avocet. Video Honorable Mention. A flock of American avocets stand in silhouette along the shoreline at the Bolivar Flats Audubon Shorebird Sanctuary in Port Bolivar, Texas.
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                [image: A small wren perches between two long vertical stems, its legs splayed out to grasp each one sideways.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sedge Wren and Gray-head Coneflower. Plants for Birds Honorable Mention. A tiny sedge wren perches between two long stems at John E. Pearce Provincial Park in Wallacetown, Ontario, Canada.
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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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America the Air-Conditioned

Cooling technology has become an American necessity--but an expensive one.

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.


As a heat wave spreads across America, the whirring of air conditioners follows close behind. AC has become an American necessity--but at what cost?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The rise of a new, dangerous cynicism
 	David Frum: The most dangerous bias in today's America
 	J. D. Vance makes his VP pitch.




The Cost of Cooling

It's going to be a really hot week. Americans across the country are feeling the full force of the "heat dome," with temperatures creeping toward 100 degrees--and humidity that makes it feel even hotter. About 80 million Americans, largely on the East Coast and in the Midwest, are under extreme-heat alerts. Record-breaking heat has already descended on the Southwest this year: In Phoenix, temperatures rose to 113 degrees earlier this month (nearly a dozen people fainted at a Trump rally there).

A single piece of technology has made recent heat waves safer and more bearable than they'd be otherwise. The trusty air conditioner doesn't just cool us off--it has shaped the way we live in America, my colleague Rebecca J. Rosen wrote in The Atlantic in 2011. AC changed home design and reoriented workdays; it even arguably influenced the way that Congress operates, by expanding the legislative calendar into the summer. Robust at-home cooling helped make living in fast-growing regions such as the Southwest more appealing--and that region has reshaped American politics and life. (One author even credits AC with getting Ronald Reagan elected.)

It wasn't always this way. In the early 20th century, AC was generally reserved for public spaces; around 1940, well under 1 percent of American homes had AC. But in the decades that followed, the technology found its way into more households. By 2001, about 77 percent of homes had AC. Now some 90 percent of American homes use air-conditioning, according to a 2020 federal-government survey. AC was once seen by many Americans as a nice-to-have, rather than a necessity. But in recent decades, Americans have experienced an attitude shift: Pew polling found that in 2006, 70 percent of people considered AC a necessity, compared with about half who viewed it that way a decade earlier. And the country has only gotten hotter since then.

AC units and the energy required to power them can be quite expensive, presenting a real burden for many people: 27 percent of Americans said they had difficulty paying energy bills in 2020. Still, people across income brackets rely on AC: Households making more than $100,000 are only moderately more likely to have AC than those making less than $30,000. (Globally, according to one estimate, only about 8 percent of the nearly 3 billion people in the hottest regions have access to AC.) The prevalence of AC in the U.S. does vary by region: More than half of homes in Seattle and San Francisco were without AC in 2019, according to census data. But heat waves are pushing more and more residents to plug in.

The environmental cost of air-conditioning puts users in an impossible predicament. The United Nations warned last year that global energy used for cooling could double by 2050, and that it could make up 10 percent of the world's greenhouse-gas emissions at that point. At least until more efficient cooling is widespread, AC will contribute to the rising heat that makes it essential.

The risks of heat are real: Hot weather kills more people than other weather events, and heat-related deaths have risen dramatically by the year. Efforts to enshrine heat protections for workers are under way in some places--but they have not always gone over well. Fewer than 10 states have any sort of workplace heat protections in place, and notably absent from the list are some of the most scorching states. In some cases, that's a choice made by lawmakers: Earlier this year, Ron DeSantis blocked an effort to pass heat-safety measures for laborers in Florida. Still, the Biden administration is expected to propose the first federal legislation addressing heat in the workplace in the coming months.

AC was key to the development of America in the 20th century. As Rebecca notes in her article, "The suburban American dream was built on the sweat of air conditioners." The sweltering America of the future may rely on the units for its survival too.

Related: 

	How air-conditioning invented the modern world
 	"La Nina really can't come soon enough"




Today's News

	The Biden administration announced a new plan that will clear a path to citizenship for some undocumented spouses of U.S. citizens. Those who qualify will no longer have to leave the country to secure permanent residency.
 	Russian President Vladimir Putin arrived in North Korea for the first time in 24 years and met with the country's leader, Kim Jong Un. They discussed strengthening their nations' partnership and countering the global influence of the United States.
 	The bipartisan House Ethics Committee expanded its investigation into Representative Matt Gaetz, who is accused of sexual misconduct, illegal drug use, and accepting improper gifts. Gaetz has denied the allegations.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: No amount of adaptation to climate change can fix Miami's water problems, Mario Alejandro Ariza writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Chantel Walkes



Before Juneteenth

By Susannah J. Ural and Ann Marsh Daly

Juneteenth--sometimes called America's second Independence Day--takes its name from June 19, 1865, when the U.S. Army in Galveston, Texas, posted a proclamation declaring the enslaved free. In 1866, Black Galvestonians gathered to commemorate the date of their freedom, beginning an annual observance in Texas that spread across the nation and became a federal holiday in 2021. But the slender volume in the Mississippi museum, and the summer-long celebrations in New Orleans that it records, invites us to realize that Juneteenth was a national holiday from the start.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Good on Paper: Who really protests, and why?
 	Why are more athletes running for office?
 	The new calculus of summer workouts
 	Why American newspapers keep picking British editors
 	Instagram is not a cigarette.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Yana Iskayeva / Getty.



Listen. The new episode of How to Know What's Real asks if we have, as a culture, fully embraced the end of endings.

Read. "Mojave Ghost," a poem by Forrest Gander:

"Looking for their night roost, tiny / birds drop like stars into the darkened dead trees / around me."

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I'll end on a totally unrelated note, but maybe it will take your mind off the heat: Having seen Illinoise on Broadway last week--a new show featuring the songs of Sufjan Stevens, choreography by Justin Peck, and a dialogue-free plot by Jackie Sibblies Drury--I was interested to read this analysis of how many Broadway hits this season are rooted in pop music. Apparently, more than half of the new musicals that opened on Broadway this year feature scores by artists with backgrounds in the music industry, including Barry Manilow, Britney Spears, David Byrne, and Alicia Keys. As the New York Times reporter Michael Paulson notes, "In some ways, this is an everything-old-is-new-again phenomenon. In the early 20th century, figures like Irving Berlin and Cole Porter found success both onstage and on the radio." But now that so many mainstream artists are also writing scores, he writes, "what was once a trickle ... is becoming a flood."

-- 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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Has the DEI Backlash Come for Publishing?

A new study reveals positive changes since 2020. But can they last?

by Dan Sinykin, Richard Jean So




In July 2020, Lisa Lucas was hired as the publisher of Pantheon and Schocken Books, prestigious imprints of Penguin Random House. She was the first person of color to hold the post. Black Lives Matter was resurgent after the murder of George Floyd. Demand for books by Black authors had spiked. Publishing employees had organized a day of action to protest the industry's ongoing "role in systemic racism." Publishers, compelled to act, released statements, hired more diverse staff, and acquired books by writers of color. Two years later, Lucas anchored a feature essay in The New York Times about the changes in the industry. Maya Mavjee, Lucas's boss, was quoted as saying, "It's extraordinary how much she's managed to achieve in such a short time." But on May 20, 2024, Lucas was let go. The move, Mavjee wrote in a memo to employees, was "necessary for our future growth" (at the same time, Knopf's publisher, Reagan Arthur, was also laid off).

To many in publishing, Lucas's rise and fall has become the most revealing example of how quickly efforts at diversity in publishing can be rolled back in the name of economic realities. The TV writer and novelist Kashana Cauley responded on Bluesky to Lucas's ouster that it was "like watching a serial killer work. The George Floyd era is over and it's amazing how many people don't want us around." Lucas herself posted on X, "The only hard part is what I meant ... to Black writers."

The gains in diversity in recent years were real, and unprecedented. One of us--Richard--published a study in 2020, "Just How White Is the Book Industry?," showing how many more white authors of fiction than authors of color have been given opportunities by major publishers since 1950. (The study looks at adult fiction, excluding children's books and young-adult novels.) The final year of the study, 2018, was one of the best for authors of color, who wrote 11 percent of the books published that year. We have now replicated this survey for 2019 through 2023, looking at fiction published by Penguin Random House, HarperCollins, Simon & Schuster, and Macmillan (four of the Big Five; Hachette was excluded from the previous study, so we excluded it here too). To identify the racial identities of the authors of these novels, we worked alongside four research assistants, reading through biographies, interviews, and social-media posts. Each author was reviewed independently by two researchers. We also split off Black writers from all other writers of color (Indigenous, Asian, Latino, mixed race, multiracial, and biracial).

After examining a total of 1,730 novels written by 1,158 unique authors, we found that nonwhite writers of fiction more than doubled their share of published works in five years. Works by white writers dropped from 88 percent to 75 percent. This proportionality still falls short of reflecting the general population, but it is by far the biggest such change in U.S. literary history. Although these findings point to significant gains, they also demand that we reckon with what appears now to be the beginning of their reversal--and contemplate what can be done to avoid a seemingly inevitable cycle of retrenchment following any progress.

Publishing has long been a white business. In 1950, Zora Neale Hurston wrote "What White Publishers Won't Print," about the limited range of representation allowed for Black writers and their characters. After a small effort at diversification in the late '60s and early '70s, following the civil-rights movement, the status quo was restored; in 1981, Mel Watkins wrote in The New York Times that "not only are publishers not taking black writers on their 'own terms,' increasingly they are no longer taking them at all." Publishers Weekly asked in 1994, "Will an overwhelmingly white publishing industry remain a metaphorical house without doors, attracting neither minority workers to their employ nor minority audiences to their products?" The following year, the author and editor James Ledbetter wrote "The Unbearable Whiteness of Publishing" for The Village Voice. Notwithstanding a very gradual expansion of nonwhite writers on publishers' lists, little altered this status quo from 1995 to 2020.

Before the summer of 2020, literary agents describe difficulty placing work by nonwhite writers. Editors would offer stock phrases such as I just wouldn't really know how to break this out widely, which the agent Soumeya Bendimerad Roberts told us "spoke to discomfort, or a lack of institutional knowledge, about how to publish authors of color." Industry consensus recognized white women from the ages of 35 to 60 as publishing's primary market, which offered an alibi--often tacit, coded in professional pablum--for rejecting work by nonwhite writers. When Roberts successfully sold books by authors of color, she focused on "editorial strengths" and, crucially, deployed comparative titles, or comps, by successful white writers.

Comps are powerful in publishing. Publishers use them to better gauge the value of a prospective acquisition: Which titles from the past few years does it most resemble? Agents choose comps carefully because of the weight they're given when making a deal. The ubiquity of comps by white authors sustains white dominance and compels nonwhite writers to either play up marketable ethnic expectations or match a white standard. One study showed that from 2013 to 2019, more than 95 percent of the 500 most-used comps were by white authors. The paucity of nonwhite comps means there are far fewer paths by which a nonwhite writer can present a convincing case to an acquiring editor.

Read: The paradox of diversity trainings

Amber Oliver, who worked as an editor at Harper, thought at first that she had difficulty acquiring books by writers of color because she was an inexperienced assistant editor. "But," she told us, "after having been there over the years, trying to buy books that I knew were good and that I knew had a solid readership, that I had the comps for, I was still getting pushback." Her colleagues would say, "I just don't see it" or "There's already a book out there like this"--reasoning that felt to Oliver like a racial double standard. "How many books in this industry by white men are about the same thing that they continue to publish with no issues? Why can't that be the same for everyone?" In a PEN America report on diversity in publishing, Jenny Xu, an editor at Atria Books, calls this the "one is enough rule," described in the article as "the belief that books by authors of similar background that follow a similar theme or format are simply different versions of the same story--and that audiences are hungry for only one such story at a time."

Beginning in the summer of 2020, editors started to have a much easier time placing and acquiring books by nonwhite writers. "The biggest change was just an eagerness," Roberts said, "and an awareness of a market for writers of color." The comedian, actor, and writer Phoebe Robinson launched Tiny Reparations Books--dedicated to addressing the lack of diversity in publishing--in partnership with Plume, a division of Penguin Random House, in July 2020, and hired Oliver in August of that year. "They just really trusted me to do the job," said Oliver, who is now at Bloomsbury. "They gave me free rein to trust my taste and go after the projects that I thought were great." At Tiny Reparations, she acquired fiction by Black authors, such as Kai Harris's What the Fireflies Knew, LaToya Watkins's Perish, and Janelle M. Williams's Gone Like Yesterday.

Our data show that a broad range of imprints and editors supported the push for diversity--in terms of sheer numbers, the mainstream publishing imprints William Morrow, Riverhead Books, and Simon & Schuster led in putting out books by Black authors, alongside the Black-led imprints 37 Ink, Amistad, and Tiny Reparations.

Historically, what has been especially pernicious are the limitations publishers have placed on the kinds of stories Black writers in particular are permitted to publish. This is what Zora Neale Hurston wrote about in that 1950 essay, criticizing the simplistic stereotypes writers were coerced to perpetuate. Percival Everett satirized the enduring situation--the requirement for Black writers to write what white publishers considered to be "Black" books--in his 2001 novel Erasure, adapted by Cord Jefferson into the film American Fiction in 2023. Ironically, American Fiction critiqued the industry in its most diverse year to date, and at a moment of change on this particular front.

In recent decades, Black writers have largely been published in genres such as the historical novel, especially the neo-slave narrative (Charles Johnson, Edward P. Jones, Toni Morrison); the multigenerational saga (Yaa Gyasi, Gayl Jones, Alice Walker); romance, in various flavors (E. Lynn Harris, Terry McMillan, Sister Souljah); and satire (Paul Beatty, Mat Johnson, Colson Whitehead). These genres continue to thrive in work by Brit Bennett, Esi Edugyan, Sadeqa Johnson, Tara M. Stringfellow, Charmaine Wilkerson, and many others. But more room has opened for Black writers to work in genres such as horror (Megan Giddings, Bethany Morrow), suspense and thriller (Remi Adeleke, Connie Briscoe, Wanda M. Morris), fantasy (C. L. Clark, Marlon James), and science fiction (Maurice Broaddus, Temi Oh). Black women have taken up racial satire and made it specific to media industries (Zakiya Dalila Harris, Raven Leilani). And Black writers have taken up minor genres previously almost exclusive to white writers, such as the campus novel (J K Chukwu, Brandon Taylor), the recovery novel (Helen Elaine Lee), and the rock-and-roll novel (Jeff Boyd, Dawnie Walton).

The industry's increased appetite for racially diverse stories does not, by itself, solve the persistent dilemma nonwhite writers face--what Ismail Muhammad in a New York Times Magazine article has called "the Representation Trap." "A lot of editorial considerations were couched in a conversation about the author's identity," Roberts told us. "It's a vulnerable position." Representation sells, or at least that's the idea. When the industry is overwhelmingly white, when it conceives of its audience as principally white, when whiteness is embedded in its institutional workings, overcoming what Muhammad, drawing on a famous formulation by W. E. B. Du Bois, calls "the double consciousness that white supremacy imposes on the Black writer's psyche" is a struggle. But the expansion of the space for nonwhite writers in the literary field has made it easier. "There is a long way to go," Oliver said. "But there are definitely more opportunities. You could now do a slice-of-life narrative, whereas in before times, people might say, 'Oh, is that important enough?' Why do books by people of color always have to be important?"

The question now--made urgent by the dismissal of Lucas, followed a few weeks later by Hachette's laying off of Tracy Sherrod, who had been another of publishing's very few high-profile Black women--is whether the moment will last. We have good reason to think it won't. Two previous cycles left little changed. The first, the post-civil-rights-movement effort in the late 1960s, slowed considerably by the mid-'70s, leading, finally, to the departure of key figures such as Marie Brown from Doubleday in 1981 and Toni Morrison from Random House in 1983. The second began in the late '90s and petered out in the mid-2000s. Initial enthusiasm leads to a spate of hires and acquisitions of books by more diverse writers. But, as we learned through our historical research and our discussions with people in the field, those hires receive too little support and endure discrimination, and many leave--if they're not ousted first. Publishers announce the acquisitions brought in by editorial with fanfare. But publishers then fail to provide adequate investment in marketing, publicity, and sales; the titles underperform and, set up to fail, provide publishers with an excuse to disinvest. Looking to past eras of diversification in publishing, we find that the turning point comes about four years into the cycle, which is exactly where we are.

Lucas and Sherrod aren't the only Black staffers to quit or be let go this time around. Dana Canedy, who was hired in 2020 as the publisher of Simon & Schuster, left after two years. LaSharah Bunting left her position as an executive editor at Simon & Schuster, also after two years. Anthony Key, the director of multicultural marketing at Penguin Random House, moved to BET Media Group. Jennifer Baker was let go from her position as a senior editor at Amistad, about which she tweeted, "I'm mostly dismayed at how the authors I worked with have been disregarded." In February, The New York Times reported that the effort to diversify the ranks of those working in publishing has moved much slower than many had hoped, quoting a report that showed that the share of publishing positions occupied by white employees had dropped only modestly, from 76 percent in 2019 to 72.5 percent in 2023.

Read: American Fiction is more than a racial satire

Our data offer one big reason to hope that this time might be different: the volume. Previous cycles did not see nearly as large a burst in the sheer number of titles by writers of color as we have in the past few years. But publishing a wave of nonwhite writers is, in the grand scheme of things, relatively easy; reforming the industry so that it can support those writers and make the wave more than a passing one is hard. Already, initial sales figures have been disappointing, "leading certain publishers to conclude that the market was saturated," according to the Times. Our research and interviews lead us to believe that the market is saturated only if one defines the market as white women from 35 to 60. Publishing has failed to invest in the infrastructure needed to discover and develop the latent readership for these books. And many argue that the industry itself still isn't supportive of people of color in its ranks.

"The whisper network is still full of stories of people who haven't confronted their institutional biases, and those people can be very, very harmful for authors of color," Roberts said. Diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts have their limits. The DEI lead at a major publishing house told PEN, "I can do microaggression training until the end of the day," but "that's not really going to change the actual representation." They contended that what will bring change is "making serious concessions within the traditional budgets," especially when it comes to marketing, publicity, and sales. Regina Brooks, the president of Serendipity Literary Agency, speaking of the underperformance of many of the first books acquired in 2020 and 2021, told the Times that there was nothing wrong with the books themselves: "They were just books that the publishing industry didn't have the internal structure to sell."

The industry needs to hire more nonwhite staffers in marketing, publicity, and sales. Oliver said that the lack of representation in these departments "means that they cannot reach the readers that the book needs to go to unless they're being directed by someone from that community." All too often, Oliver has found herself the "one Black editor" with "a team of white people" around her. This can lead to situations like the one experienced by one of Roberts's authors, who "went on a book tour, and aside from the launch, where she requested the bookseller, all of the audiences and booksellers were white."

That book tour points to a deeper systemic problem. Because publishers have long assumed that white women are their primary market, investment in building other readerships has been inhibited. They have seldom carried out the kinds of market research, for example, that would improve their ability to discover books for readers of different backgrounds. Industry assumptions and the lack of research are exacerbated by infrastructural segregation such that, for example, Circana BookScan, the main source for sales figures, undercounts Black book consumers because many of them buy books from places that escape BookScan's reach. Many people we spoke with for this article believe that there is a latent but untapped audience for books by writers of color. There are hundreds of African American book clubs in the United States. The Asian American Book Club, a national organization, launched in February. The industry needs to invest in research and build relationships with bookstores, libraries, schools, and reading groups in Black communities.

Creating a world in which writers of color thrive ought to be embraced as a long-term project. Many people on the ground are working toward such a world. But it won't happen unless executives follow suit. We have good reason to suspect that publishing has reached a high-water mark for Black representation. But this doesn't have to be the limit. We believe that performing data audits like ours is a powerful way to hold publishers to account, not only to readers and workers but to themselves: to keep them from repeating the cycles of the past by seeing beyond the shortsighted demands of short-term financial growth toward a more flourishing literary culture for all.

Additional research by Nia Judelson, Dez Miller, Matthew Miller, and Em Nordling.
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Trump World Seems Worried

Either that, or they're betting their base doesn't care about the truth.

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 is running neck and neck with Joe Biden, and might even be taking the lead in the 2024 race. Yet Republicans and their media ecosystem seem to be in a panic about their candidate.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anthony Fauci: The first three months
 	The Biden campaign's losing battle
 	Chlamydia is coming for koalas.




The Path of Deception

As the presidential candidates head into their first debate next week, Trump's people should be happy. Their candidate, of course, is dragging around a sled loaded with politically toxic baggage: He's a convicted felon; he was found liable for sexual abuse; he tried to incite an insurrection; his speeches include gibberish about sharks and a movie cannibal. He multiplies his own troubles at every turn, even undermining surrogates who keep trying to explain away his darker or weirder statements. And yet, against every rule of political physics, Trump is running even or perhaps pulling ahead of a reasonably successful incumbent.

But if Trump is doing so well, why is his campaign and its support system in right-wing media resorting to easily disproved lies? Joe Biden's age has been a brutal factor in keeping his poll numbers low. The president is weaker of voice and stiffer of gait than he was even a few years ago, and more likely now to mangle a word or phrase. The GOP has its pick of examples to use to keep making that case, yet the party resorts to cheap tricks such as deceptive video editing.

Last week, for example, Biden was at the G7 meeting in Italy. The Republican National Committee released a video of him apparently wandering off from a group at a skydiving exhibition, like a confused grandpa looking for the van back to the senior-citizens home. The New York Post dutifully ran with the video. It looked bad--but as presented, it was a lie. Biden was turning to talk to a paratrooper just a few yards to his left.

The RNC video and the Post's obedient amplification weren't based on spin or interpretation. Someone had to have looked at that video of Biden in Europe and made the conscious decision to create a lie. Let's just cut the frame right there so that Biden looks like he wandered off. By the time anyone figures it out, it won't matter.

The video made the rounds, and maybe that's all the RNC wanted. A lie, as the saying goes, gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to get its pants on. And, as I often point out, I am a grown-up who has worked with local and national politicians. I am fully aware that politics ain't beanbag and dirty tricks are part of the game. But if your candidate is doing well, why take the risk? A party that thinks its candidate is in control doesn't take the chance of pulling the spotlight away from the opponent, which is exactly what happens when campaign operatives get caught in a lie.

The campaign engaged in a similarly baffling move this past weekend, when Trump went to Detroit. The Trump courtier Kellyanne Conway went on Fox News to congratulate him for speaking to 8,000 people at a Black church. Trump did, in fact, speak at a Black church--but to a crowd of perhaps 100 or so mostly white people in a half-empty space that couldn't hold 8,000 people even if seats were installed in the rafters and on the roof. (Its pastor gamely said the next day that he was surprised at the number of Black people who actually attended, considering that some had initially laughed at him when he approached them on the street about the event.)

So why not take the win, run the video of Trump with a Black pastor, and leave it at that? Why go for the big lie and then look foolish?

One possibility is that the Trump campaign is worried. Maybe Conway was just gilding the Trump lily, but MAGA world appears to be working overtime to make Trump and Biden seem indistinguishable and thus equivalently awful. Last week, Andrew Ross Sorkin reported on CNBC that top U.S. business leaders were concerned about Trump's mental fitness after a meeting on June 13 with the former president. Several CEOs, according to Sorkin, said that Trump "was remarkably meandering, could not keep a straight thought," and "was all over the map."

Hours after the Trump story dropped, the New York Post ran an article that used almost identical language about Biden meeting with G7 leaders, featuring comments attributed to a "diplomatic insider" and an "attendee from a non-US delegation."

Deceptively edited videos, nonexistent crowds, and No, your man is more senile than ours counterprogramming is not the sign of a confident campaign. But Trump's team might also be doing these things because they work.

The Biden video--even if only the arguing over the provenance of the video itself--wrested attention away from yet another disturbing Trump rant about sharks. Conway was ridiculed for her Detroit comments, but the media response to the Trump event was all the campaign could ask for. Instead of publishing a headline like "Trump Speaks to a Small, Mostly White Audience of Loyalists in Black Church as His Campaign Lies About Crowd Size," the Associated Press rolled out an article titled "Trump Blasts Immigrants for Taking Jobs as He Courts Voters at a Black Church, MAGA Event in Detroit." CBS went with "Trump Hosts Roundtable at Detroit Church, Says Biden Has Been 'Worst President for Black People.'"

If nonevents bolstered by outrageous falsehoods generate coverage like this, who could blame the Trump campaign for thinking that lying is merely a small frictional cost of getting great headlines? Trump's people understand the power of the fast lie and slow correction, and they know, too, that the media are reflexively averse to reporting on one of the major candidates as an unstable felon who is flatly lying to the public. Don't believe me about that "felon" part? Today, The New York Times ran the headline "Biden Campaign Ad Paints Trump as a Felon." Britain's Financial Times likewise wrote: "Joe Biden to Paint Donald Trump as 'Unhinged' Felon in $50mn Ad Campaign."

"Paint"?

Someone at The New York Times must have caught up with this headline, because by midday, the story was retitled "Biden Campaign Ad Calls Attention to Trump's Felon Status." But that first draft was indicative of the deep reluctance in some quarters to talk about Trump accurately, as if this were still 2016 and Trump hadn't yet shown that his flaws were more than mere speculation by his opponents.

The Trump campaign has seized on the essential truth that this election is about images and feelings rather than facts or policies. It is working to squeeze every vote it can out of its most extreme supporters by providing them with the high-octane Trumpiness they crave. But the campaign is also resorting to sometimes-desperate ploys in order to cover both candidates in a carefully formulated smog, hoping to obscure the differences between an old man who occasionally stumbles over his words and a nearly-as-old criminal who regularly wanders out of the gates of Fort Reality to go on a walkabout in the wilds of his unstable mind.

In the end, the Trump campaign has chosen the path of deception both because the weaknesses of its candidate demand it and because it's a more reliable path to better media coverage and to winning over credulous and inattentive voters. Why bother telling the truth if lying works so well?

Related:

	The motivated ignorance of Trump supporters
 	Let's talk about Trump's gibberish.




Today's News

	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu dissolved his war cabinet yesterday after two members resigned last week over disputes about the future of the war in Gaza.
 	Maryland became the first state to issue mass pardons for low-level marijuana-paraphernalia-related convictions, involving more than 18,000 convictions.
 	George Norcross, an influential Democratic political figure, was indicted on charges in New Jersey that include racketeering conspiracy, misconduct, and other financial crimes. Norcross has denied the accusations.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Being on a plane is never likely to feel great, Isabel Fattal writes. Can flying ever be comfortable?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Bill McCullough



It's Time to Stop Inviting Plus-Ones to Weddings

By Faith Hill

In the world of American wedding etiquette, plus-ones are straightforward, officially speaking. According to Lizzie Post, the great-great-granddaughter of the manners icon Emily Post and caretaker of her dynasty at the Emily Post Institute, the rules go like this: Granting a plus-one to single guests, especially those who are traveling or who don't know many other attendees, is nice--but not required. Inviting both members of a "serious" relationship, meanwhile, is absolutely essential. To split a couple up (even if you don't know your friend's partner at all, even if the partner is a jerk) would be "the height of rudeness," Post told me. Alrighty then, a definitive answer.
 Putting the theory into practice, though, can get a lot more complicated.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Infowars will live on.
 	The cause that turned idealists into authoritarian zealots
 	The humbling of Narendra Modi




Culture Break


HBO



Watch (or skip). Season 2 of House of the Dragon (out now on Max) comes close to being great, Shirley Li writes. It's bolder and nastier--and harder to watch.

Read. These six books will teach you more about the art of deception.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many of you know how much I love vintage television programs. Today, I thought I'd point you toward a show that is now almost old enough to count as vintage: House (you'll sometimes see it as House, M.D.), whose first episode aired almost 20 years ago.

Part of what I find fascinating about watching House now is noting how much American television changed from the 1980s to the 2000s so that it could make room for protagonists who were just awful people. Perhaps this was the influence of The Sopranos, which dared us to empathize with a Mafia killer, but it wasn't so long ago that Dabney Coleman (whose recent death prompted me to think about this more) couldn't help his gem of a sitcom, Buffalo Bill, survive on network TV. Coleman's character, a narcissistic jerk stuck in a small TV station in Buffalo, New York, was an irredeemable son of a bitch--and hilarious. Coleman was wonderful, but Americans weren't ready for a weekly visit with that kind of guy, and the series lasted only about one year. (Then-NBC Entertainment President Brandon Tartikoff would later admit that his decision to cancel the show was "a crime.")

Hugh Laurie's Dr. Gregory House is also a narcissistic jerk, stuck in a small hospital in New Jersey. He also has a huge mean streak. (Just ask Detective Michael Tritter.) House is a Vicodin-addicted genius with a painful limp who shows his team how much he cares for them by calling them morons and idiots. In each episode, House solves a medical mystery--the show's creator, David Shore, based him on Sherlock Holmes--while making it clear that he doesn't believe in God, humanity, goodness, or anything except being right. (The series is also a reminder that comedic actors such as Laurie can sometimes play a dark character better than their colleagues who usually do drama.)

I liked House the first time around. I liked him even more and even identified with him a bit the second time ... But on reflection, maybe that's not saying anything too nice about me.

-- Tom



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/trump-world-seems-worried/678717/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Risking Everything to Lose Money

Why do professional athletes keep putting their careers in jeopardy just to bet on sports?

by Keith O'Brien




Professional athletes are now playing sports in a gamblers' world, and it isn't going well for them. In April, the NBA banned Jontay Porter, a 24-year-old role player for the Toronto Raptors and a younger brother of the Denver Nuggets star Michael Porter Jr., for allegedly wagering on NBA games, including his team's, and throwing his own performances to influence prop bets. Porter was the first active NBA player banned for gambling in 70 years, but he wasn't the only athlete facing banishment this spring. In June, Major League Baseball suspended four players for betting on games and banned a fifth, Tucupita Marcano, for life. Marcano's alleged sin: betting on hundreds of games, including 25 of his own team's.

What were these guys thinking? How could they throw away their childhood dream--and the chance at a long, lucrative career--by doing something so reckless? Porter was low paid by NBA standards, but he had made more than $2 million and stood to earn much more over the course of his career. Marcano's behavior is even more perplexing. Unlike Porter, he wasn't accused of trying to fix any outcomes; he was just betting a lot--and losing a lot, too. According to information released by MLB this month, Marcano began betting prolifically on baseball games after suffering a season-ending injury last July--and lost almost 96 percent of those bets. Risking everything to make money is one thing. Who risks everything to lose money?

Marcano's story illustrates an uncomfortable truth for professional sports: Elite male athletes are the precise demographic most likely to struggle with gambling problems. Medical research makes clear that young men have always been more prone to problem gambling; that young men with free time and easy access to gambling are at even greater risk; and that superconfident, supercompetitive young men may be most vulnerable of all. In short, as legalized gambling sweeps American sports--leagues are partnering with DraftKings, FanDuel, and BetMGM; teams are installing betting kiosks at the gates of stadiums; and advertisements encourage fans to place wagers on their phone in the middle of games--it seems sadly inevitable that we will see another Tucupita Marcano. Maybe lots of them.

Matthew Walther: The sports-betting boom is a moral disaster

"My reaction is: What did you think was going to happen?" Lia Nower, the director of the Center for Gambling Studies at Rutgers University, in New Jersey, told me. "You just blanket the country with all this opportunity to gamble on sports. All of these advertisements, enticements, inducements. And we know from the research literature that athletes in particular have higher rates of gambling problems."

Studies have consistently found that up to 6 percent of the population is predisposed to problem gambling. The share of young people, especially young men, is much higher. A prevalence study conducted last year at Rutgers found that New Jersey men reported problem gambling at twice the rate of women, people ages 18 to 44 were most likely to have a gambling disorder, and young men struggled to resist the allure of sports gambling in particular. It also found that people who wager on sports, as opposed to other forms of betting, are most likely to gamble often and dangerously. More than a third of sports gamblers--a category that skews heavily male and heavily young--could be classified as "high risk."

A growing body of research suggests that, when it comes to problem gambling, young male athletes are in a league of their own. A 2020 study of more than 1,400 elite athletes in Sweden, along with 400 coaches, found that 13 percent of the men were at risk for gambling problems, compared with just 2 percent of the women. A paper published the following year in the International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction reported that "gambling may present specific hazards to the elite athlete population." And according to Nower, researchers at the Center for Gambling Studies have two studies in the works analyzing athletes and coaches in New Jersey that reach similar conclusions.

This isn't just because young male athletes fall squarely into the demographic already predisposed to problem gambling. "Athletes have a unique constellation of personality factors," Nower said. "They tend to be high-performing. They tend to be A-type personalities. They tend to have higher risk profiles. Those are things that are associated with higher rates of action-oriented gambling."

Making things worse, successful athletes also believe that they can win--an adaptation that's essential to success in the world of competitive sports and disastrous in the world of betting. Athletes are prone to forming what Nower called "erroneous cognitions"--the belief that they can outsmart random chance. "You think that people who are inherently competitive, risk-taking, sensation-seeking individuals--who pride themselves on knowing a lot about sports--are not going to bet on sports?" Nower said.

Keith O'Brien: The Shohei Ohtani betting scandal won't be the last

Pro athletes have one big thing going for them: a consistent, loud signal from the leagues that employ them that gambling will not be tolerated. On some level, it's effective. Most pro athletes seem to understand that they have too much to lose by betting on sports. The same can't be said, sadly, of ordinary young men with gambling problems, whose struggles make no headlines but can be equally devastating.

At gambling helplines across the country, counselors say they field calls all the time from young men who are desperate, and afraid, and deep in debt. "The number of men I'm talking to has exploded," Valerie Tebbetts, who has been answering the phone for the Connecticut Council on Problem Gambling since early 2021, told me. Felicia Grondin, the executive director of the Council on Compulsive Gambling of New Jersey, told me that men account for 83 percent of all callers ages 25 to 34, and 100 percent of callers 24 and under.

Some of the men calling the helpline in New Jersey are so young, Grondin said, that their mothers join them on the line. Some are panicked, their voices cracking with emotion. Although their lives look nothing like the lives of the athletes who have gotten into trouble this spring, the two groups have one important thing in common: They don't know how to stop gambling.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/06/pro-athletes-sports-betting-problem/678725/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What to Watch, Read, and Listen To Today

Three <em>Atlantic</em> writers and editors share their Juneteenth recommendations.

by Malcolm Ferguson, Hannah Giorgis, Vann R. Newkirk II




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 Juneteenth, three Atlantic writers and editors share their recommendations for what to listen to, read, and watch.



How to Spend Today

"Ooo Baby Baby," by Aretha Franklin and Smokey Robinson 

In 1979, Aretha Franklin sat shoulder to shoulder with Smokey Robinson on a piano bench during an impromptu performance of Robinson's "Ooo Baby Baby." Aretha tickled the keys while they harmonized effortlessly, and the Soul Train audience huddled around them in a hushed awe. It's an intimate and perfectly organic performance, and the chemistry between them is undeniable and unsurprising; they went from childhood friends in Detroit to simultaneous cornerstones of Black American music. I don't think I've ever skipped this rendition when it comes on shuffle. Three minutes of soul in its purest form.

"My Skin My Logo," by Solange and Gucci Mane 

This was a collaboration I never knew I needed. The track from When I Get Home, one of Solange's more innovative and eccentric projects, is both simple and provocative. These two Black southerners are from opposite ends of the spectrum of Black musical expression--Solange, the Black bohemian foil to her pop-star sister; Gucci, the trap-star icon and a fixture of southern rap--and on this song, they rap about each other. Solange tells us what Gucci likes (to slang, to bang), Gucci tells us what Solange likes (to ball, to shop), and they both collapse on how their self-expression is tied to their Blackness--my skin, my logo.

-- Malcolm Ferguson, assistant editor

***

On Juneteenth, by Annette Gordon-Reed

Back in 2021, about a month before Juneteenth became a federal holiday, The Atlantic published an excerpt from Annette Gordon-Reed's book about its history. When I read the rest of On Juneteenth shortly afterward, I was struck not only by the events that the Pulitzer-winning historian thoroughly researched, but also by the dexterity of her prose. She looks beyond familiar landmark moments such as the Battle of the Alamo to construct a more truthful historical record of Texas and the country. Gordon-Reed also sheds light on the narratives that she encountered only in passing throughout her early education--about people such as Estebanico, an African man who was brought to present-day Texas decades before the start of plantation slavery. With rigor and curiosity, On Juneteenth ensures that memories of Black life are not shrouded by national mythologies.

Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America, by Saidiya Hartman

Like much of Saidiya Hartman's more recent work, her 1997 debut book, Scenes of Subjection, illuminates difficult chapters of Black life. She presents an unflinching chronicle of American slavery and does not shy away from depicting the horrors that enslaved people endured when the institution was still legal. But Hartman also shows that liberation did not materialize for Black people with the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation--or, for that matter, on Juneteenth. Scenes of Subjection details the haunting racist violence and legal injustices that continued long after the end of the Civil War, and the many other existential threats to Black personhood in the United States. If we begin to examine just how integral chattel slavery was to the nation's founding, as the book suggests, then perhaps we can better understand the "unfreedom" that has shaped Black life centuries later.

-- Hannah Giorgis, staff writer

***

Stax: Soulsville USA (Max)

The Stax: Soulsville USA docuseries is a real treat and a nostalgia trip. It looks at Stax Records, founded in Memphis in 1957 and one of the most influential record labels in American history. The horn-heavy "Stax sound" once challenged Motown for supremacy in soul music, propelled by megahits such as Sam & Dave's "Soul Man." I'm a superfan of Otis Redding and Carla Thomas, two artists who recorded for Stax, so I was always in the target audience here--but Stax is a great Juneteenth watch for anybody looking to learn more about Black music.

A Choice of Weapons: Inspired by Gordon Parks (Max)

I've also been on a serious Gordon Parks kick recently, so for my second recommendation I'll go with the film A Choice of Weapons: Inspired by Gordon Parks. It's a pretty straightforward documentary about the life of Parks, one of the most important Black photographers and filmmakers of the 20th century, the world he chronicled, and the people he influenced. For anybody who leaves the film inspired to learn more about him, I also recommend preordering the rerelease of Parks's Born Black, which features his original photographs and essays, out on June 25. It's a remarkable and stunning work.

-- Vann R. Newkirk II, senior editor

P.S.

I also have to mention the (Emmy-winning) film Lowndes County and the Road to Black Power, available on Peacock and VOD, which was inspired by my reporting here at The Atlantic.

-- Vann



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/06/what-to-watch-read-and-listen-to-today/678730/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Pulitzer-Winning Playwright Makes a Great Cinematic Leap

Annie Baker's debut film, <em>Janet Planet</em>, is an affecting tale of existential wandering.

by David Sims




The Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Annie Baker has long been a master of silence; her work delights in long, sometimes torturous pauses, letting audiences fill in emotional gaps themselves. I first discovered her work when I saw the off-Broadway play Circle Mirror Transformation 15 years ago and was immediately convinced of her dramatic prowess--the way she built up a pressurized atmosphere, and commanded a hushed crowd to await the line of dialogue that might puncture the air. Given how specific these qualities are to a theater environment, I would not have predicted that Baker could make the leap to cinema so easily.



I shouldn't have worried. Janet Planet, Baker's filmmaking debut, is also filled with still moments--but rather than playing to total quiet, its dialogue-free sequences are suffused with little buzzes, chirps, and other ambient noises. Set in rural western Massachusetts in 1991, Janet Planet follows a quasi-hippie mother named Janet (played by Julianne Nicholson) as she navigates single parenthood and her faltering love life alongside her awkward but bluntly charming daughter, Lacy (Zoe Ziegler). The film somehow captures how the air sounds and feels in every season, turning the quiet hum of nature into a character itself.



Like some of Baker's great plays--such as The Flick, The Antipodes, and the recent Infinite Life--this film is an involving and affecting tale. Yet it's also disarmingly taciturn and small-scale; not until a few weeks after seeing it did I realize how deeply Janet Planet had burrowed in my brain. Baker's characters are people you might identify with, in all their flaws and charm, but their behavior sometimes feels deeply irrational; out of nowhere, the story will shift in an unusual direction. At first the effect might be jarring, but it reflects how life can sometimes feel: jagged, treacherous, and thrilling.



Janet Planet is the name of an acupuncture clinic Janet has set up, a refuge following a string of romantic failures. She's a bit of a seeker, someone looking for answers to life's mysteries amid the sea of alternative lifestyles in western Massachusetts. When the film begins, Lacy has been sent to summer camp--and one night, she picks up the communal phone and portentously announces to her mother, "I'm gonna kill myself if you don't come get me." It's an overly dramatic threat, but delivered with enough conviction to bring her home, where she hangs out for the rest of the summer with only weirdo adults for company. From there, the film moves through three distinct chapters, each revolving around a person who passes through Janet's life and alters it somehow. We meet a moody older boyfriend named Wayne (Will Patton), an old friend named Regina (Sophie Okonedo) who becomes a temporary roommate, and a quasi-cult leader named Avi (Elias Koteas) who holds a lingering romantic sway over Janet.

Read: The real roots of midlife crisis

Janet, played with a beguiling mix of weary chilliness and melancholic openheartedness by Nicholson, is ostensibly the main character. But Lacy is the audience's eyes, as someone both enamored and skeptical of her quietly chaotic mom. The film is about their bond, and about how much trouble they have knowing each other, as Janet stumbles through life in search of connection and Lacy approaches adulthood with trepidation. Baker is an empathetic storyteller, and she's unafraid of highlighting her characters' flaws, winning the viewer over with their mistakes rather than snappy dialogue or heroic little acts.

Baker's skill with character and narrative subtlety is a given, though. What impressed me most about Janet Planet is what a work of cinema it is, visually alive and inventive even with a small budget and fairly languid plotting pace. The patch of existence Janet occupies--crunchy farmhouses, worn dirt roads, and the constant din of insects--can be warm and welcoming one moment and oppressive the next. As Lacy rattles around in a bucolic paradise, she also chafes against feelings of loneliness and alienation. Will adulthood bring understanding, or will she keep navigating life as uncomfortably as her mom does? That's Annie Baker's world, one where life is beautiful and crushing all at once.
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America's Top Export May Be Anxiety

English-speaking teens are spreading their problems abroad.

by Derek Thompson




The argument that smartphones and social media are contributing to the rise in teen mental distress is strong. A number of observational and experimental studies show that teen anxiety started rising just as smartphones, social media, and front-facing cameras contributed to a wave of negative emotionality that seems to be sweeping the world.

But I have one small reason to question the strongest version of the smartphone thesis. You can find a summary of it on page 5 of this year's World Happiness Report, a survey of thousands of people across more than 140 countries. "Between 2006 and 2023, happiness among Americans under 30 in the U.S., Canada, Australia, and New Zealand declined significantly [and] also declined in Western Europe," the report says. But here's the catch: In the rest of the world, under-30 happiness mostly increased in this period. "Happiness at every age has risen sharply in Central and Eastern Europe," the report says. "In the former Soviet Union and East Asia too there have been large increases in happiness at every age."

This is pretty weird. Smartphones are a global phenomenon. But apparently the rise in youth anxiety is not. In some of the largest and most trusted surveys, it appears to be largely occurring in the United States, Great Britain, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. "If you're looking for something that's special about the countries where youth unhappiness is rising, they're mostly Western developed countries," says John Helliwell, an economics professor at the University of British Columbia and a co-author of the World Happiness Report. "And for the most part, they are countries that speak English."

The story is even more striking when you look at the most objective measures of teen distress: suicide and self-harm. Suicides have clearly increased in the U.S. and the U.K. Emergency-room visits for suicide attempts and self-harm have been skyrocketing for Gen Z girls across the Anglosphere in the past decade, including in Australia and New Zealand. But there is no rise in suicide or self-harm attempts in similar high-income countries with other national languages, such as France, Germany, and Italy. As Vox's Eric Levitz wrote, the suicide rate among people ages 15 to 19 actually fell significantly across continental Europe from 2012 to 2019.

Happiness is a notoriously difficult thing to measure. So I asked Helliwell for more data. He suggested we look more closely at his home country of Canada, which has two official languages--French and English. In Quebec, more than 80 percent of the population speaks French; in neighboring Ontario, less than 4 percent of the population speaks French. Quebec seems like a perfect place to test the question "Is mental health declining less among young non-English speakers?"

The answer seems to be yes. In Gallup data used for the World Happiness Report, life satisfaction for people under 30 in Quebec fell half as much as it did for people in the rest of Canada, Helliwell told me. In a separate analysis of Canada's General Social Survey, which asks respondents about their preferred language, researchers at the University of British Columbia and the University of Alberta found that young people who speak French at home saw a smaller decline in happiness than those who speak English at home.

Jonathan Haidt: The dangerous experiment on teen girls

So youth in English-speaking Canada are becoming sadder faster than those in French-speaking Canada, and measures of teen suicidality are rising in the Anglosphere but less so in similar less-English-speaking countries.

What's the deal with Anglosphere despair? Maybe this is a statistical illusion that will evaporate with more research. Maybe speaking English is a rough proxy for economic development, and this is mostly about affluent countries with lots of teen smartphone use. I couldn't find any papers on the subject of why language would correlate with mental health for teenagers. Helliwell, a renowned expert of international happiness research, didn't know of any comprehensive analysis on the subject either.

But after several conversations with happiness experts and psychologists, I've cobbled together a tentative theory. We're seeing the international transmission of a novel Western theory of mental health. It's the globalization of Western--and, just maybe, American--despair.

In the past few years, at least three distinct phenomena have potentially contributed to the gloom of the Anglosphere. Let's think of them as diagnostic inflation, prevalence inflation, and negativity inflation.

First, the diagnostics. In 2013, the psychiatrist Allen Frances offered a warning to his field. Frances had chaired the American Psychiatric Association during revisions of the fourth edition of psychiatry's "bible," the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, commonly known as DSM-IV. The first edition of the DSM--published in 1952 in response to the needs of military personnel returning from World War II--listed about 100 mental disorders. By 2013, the number of disorders listed in the DSM had swelled to nearly 300. In his 2013 book, Saving Normal, Frances warned that "a looser definition of sickness" could make people worse off. "DSM-V opens up the possibility that millions and millions of people currently considered normal will be diagnosed as having a mental disorder," he told the Canadian Medical Association Journal that year. The expansion of clinical vocabulary risked creating a new set of patients he called the "worried well"--people with normal human experiences who spent a lot of time worrying that they have a disorder. He and others called this phenomenon "diagnostic inflation"--the slapping-on of more (and more, and more) clinical labels to pathologize everyday sadness and stress.

Frances was mostly concerned that diagnostic inflation would lead to over-medicalization. He might have been right. By 2016, the share of people in the U.S. using antidepressants was more than twice as high as in Spain, France, or Germany, and nine times higher than in South Korea.

As our mental-health lexicon has expanded, U.S. content creators have recognized that anxiety is a hugely popular--or, at least, hugely attention-grabbing--topic for young people scrolling on their phones. As I reported in December, the TikTok hashtag #Trauma has more than 6 billion views. According to the podcast search engine Listen Notes, more than 5,500 podcasts have the word trauma in their title. In celebrity media, mental-health testimonials are so common that they've spawned a subgenre of summaries of celebrity mental-health testimonials, including "39 Celebrities Who Have Opened Up About Mental Health," "What 22 Celebrities Have Said About Having Depression," and "12 Times Famous Men Got Real About Mental Health."

This takes us from diagnostic inflation to "prevalence inflation," the term psychologists Lucy Foulkes and Jack L. Andrews use to describe the phenomenon of people developing apparent anxiety disorders from the sheer ubiquity of concern about anxiety disorders that swirl all around them. It might work something like this: People who keep hearing about new mental-health terminology--from their friends, from their family, from social-media influencers--start processing normal levels of anxiety as perilous signs of their own pathology. "If people are repeatedly told that mental health problems are common and that they might experience them ... they might start to interpret any negative thoughts and feelings through this lens," Foulkes and Andrews wrote. This can create a self-fulfilling spiral: More anxiety diagnoses lead to more hypervigilance among young people about their anxiety, which leads to more withdrawal from everyday activities, which creates actual anxiety and depression, which leads to more diagnoses, and so on.

To be clear, bringing anxiety and depression out of the shadows has been a societal mitzvah for many. Twentieth-century cultural touchstones such as The Deer Hunter and Revolutionary Road remind us that adults have long suffered from PTSD and depression in shame and silence. Nobody should want to bring back these postwar mental-health norms. But there is a difference between destigmatizing mental-health problems and popularizing them to the point that millions of young people are searching their normal feelings for signs of disorders.

Finally, as diagnostic inflation and prevalence inflation combined to raise the salience of our neuroses, something else was happening behind the scenes. The general tenor of America's political and economic news discourse got much more negative in a very short period of time. To match diagnostic and prevalence inflation, let's call this negativity inflation.

Last year, researchers at the University of Pennsylvania, Indiana University, and London Business School used machine learning to scan text from hundreds of millions of pages, from thousands of American newspapers in all 50 states, from the 1850s to the 2020s. They tracked the frequency of positive words (success, optimistic, upbeat) and negative words (failure, insolvent, loss) through dozens of recessions, several panics, and a few major wars. "For a very long period of time, our index of negativity in American news articles fluctuated around a stable average," the UPenn economist J. H. van Binsbergen, a co-author on the paper, told me. But since the 1970s, negativity has gone haywire. "News coverage has just gotten more and more negative every decade in the last 50 years, especially when you adjust for economic recessions," he said. Around 2015, the frequency of negative news coverage accelerated. By 2019 and 2020, the average sentiment of American news was more negative than ever.

How did the news get so glum? One possibility is that the media industry has become more competitive in the past few decades, as newspapers struggled to compete with cable news for viewership--and then with websites and digital platforms for advertising. As publishers became desperate to capture distracted audiences, more of them doubled down on that ancient truism: Bad news sells. In the 2001 paper "Bad Is Stronger Than Good," psychologists from Case Western Reserve University and Free University of Amsterdam wrote that bad emotions might naturally grab our attention and persist in our memory, because it is "evolutionarily adaptive" for intelligent animals to focus more on stimuli that threaten their safety. The internet has supercharged this hominid instinct, the NYU psychologist Jay Van Bavel told me in an interview on my podcast, Plain English. The title of a 2023 paper that he co-authored says it all: "Negativity Drives Online News Consumption."

Put it all together--diagnostic inflation in medicine; prevalence inflation in media; negativity inflation in news--and one gets the distinct sense that Americans might be making themselves sick with pessimism, anxiety, and gloom. But that's not all. Just as the U.S. has long been the global economy's chief cultural exporter--from Coca-Cola to Mickey Mouse--it's conceivable that we are disseminating throughout the English-speaking world a highly neurotic and individualistic approach to mental health, which is raising the salience of anxiety and depression for young people spending hours every day marinating in English-speaking media.

In his book Crazy Like Us: The Globalization of the American Psyche, Ethan Watters offers a fascinating provocation: As Americans export their culture around the world, are we also exporting our ideas about mental illness, anxiety, and depression?

Watters begins by reminding us that mental illness has historically been localized and diverse. For centuries in Malaysia and Indonesia, men were said to experience amok if, after periods of brooding following an insult, they launched into a murderous rage. In parts of Asia and Africa, koro anxiety referred to the debilitating worry that one's genitals were shrinking or retracting into one's body. In Victorian Europe, thousands of affluent women in the era claimed they couldn't get out of bed, because of the onset of "hysterical leg paralysis," while many young men suffered from "hysterical fugue"--a trance in which they would walk for hundreds of miles for no particular reason.

But globalization and the internet may be flattening the world's once spiky terrain of mental disorders, Watters claims. His most striking example comes from Hong Kong, where psychiatrists tell him that, for centuries, there was practically no record of anybody suffering from anorexia in the city-state. That changed in 1994, when a young girl died of apparent starvation in the middle of a busy street in front of news cameras, causing a national panic. Mental-health experts from the West arrived to offer an explanation: This was anorexia nervosa--self-starvation. On TV and in schools, these experts explained how young girls with extreme stress or depression might be susceptible to this new disease. Within a decade, anorexia rates in Hong Kong skyrocketed by orders of magnitude.

A simplistic explanation of Hong Kong's anorexia surge--along with koro and hysterical fugue--would be that mental illness is always and everywhere a case of social contagion. That's wrong. What we call worry and sadness are universal human traits, and many psychiatric disorders, such as schizophrenia, show up around the world. Watters's most interesting idea is more subtle: Negative thoughts and feelings whisper to us from the subconscious. To make sense of our darkest thoughts, we may pull concepts off the shelf--grabbing whatever's circulating in our local culture at that time--to articulate and act out our bad feelings.

Meghan O'Rourke: Hypochondria never dies

"Patients unconsciously endeavor to produce symptoms that will correspond to the medical diagnostics of the time," one mental-health expert tells Watters. So if you grow up in a 19th-century environment where you are told that stressed people don't get out of bed, you might not get out of bed, and your doctors might diagnose you with hysterical leg paralysis. And if you grow up in a 21st-century culture in which your phone keeps lighting up with high-arousal negativity, you might explain the inchoate worried gloom you experience on the internet in the patois of the times: I'm sick; I have trauma; this is my disorder. If Watters is right, it's not outlandish to think that an individualistic, made-in-America approach to mental health--which promotes a kind of obsessive fixation on our traumas and anxieties--might be spreading throughout the English-speaking world, like any bit of culture.

This is a novel hypothesis--which, almost by definition, doesn't have nearly enough data behind it to count as an empirical theory. To reiterate, the "anxiety inflation" hypothesis has four parts.

 	Diagnostic inflation: The U.S. psychiatric community offered an expansive definition of sickness, which carried the risk of creating a huge population of "worried well" patients who pathologized their normal feelings.
 	Prevalence inflation: As teens surrounded themselves with anxiety content on the internet, many vulnerable young people essentially internalized the pathologies they saw over and over and over in the media.
 	Negativity inflation: Meanwhile, a surge in negativity across American news media deepened the baseline feeling of world-weariness
 	Globalization of the American psyche: The U.S., the world's leading cultural-export power, is broadcasting this mental-health ideology, this anxious style of self-regard, to the rest of the English-speaking world. This has happened before. But rather than spread the word through expert mental-health campaigns (as anorexia may have spread in Hong Kong in the 1990s) this "anxiety inflation" disorder is also spreading peer-to-peer and influencer-to-influencer on social media. This is why smartphone use and anxiety seem to correlate so highly in English-speaking countries, but less so in countries and areas that are not as exposed to American media.
 


I don't want to let smartphones and social media off the hook here, nor do I think that my anxiety-inflation theory is a strong objection to Jonathan Haidt's thesis in The Anxious Generation. Haidt himself has written about the content young people consume on social media, including the rise of a "reverse-CBT" ideology, which encourages catastrophic interpretations of normal thoughts and feelings. But I think we need to deal head-on with a real empirical mystery here: If smartphone use is global, why is the strongest evidence of surging teen anxiety mostly in English-speaking countries and not in their less-English-speaking neighbors?

My answer is that although mental illness is global, the experience of mental illness cannot be separated from culture. If there is a surge of Anglospheric gloom among teenagers, we have to study the culture that young people are consuming with their technology. In the past generation, the English-speaking world, led by the U.S., has experimented with a novel approach to mental health that has expanded the ranks of the "worried well," while social media has surrounded young people with reminders to obsess over their anxieties and traumas, just as U.S. news media have inundated audiences with negativity to capture their fleeting attention.
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        Trump Dreams of a Swifter Death Penalty
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.During a recent campaign event in Phoenix, Arizona, Donald Trump mused about capital punishment. "We've never had [such] massive amounts of drugs pouring into our country," he said. "And by the way, you'll never solve the problem without the death penalty." Trump also said he had made a deal with Xi Jinping prior to the end of his term that would have seen China executing anyone found to be manufacturing fentanyl for sale...

      

      
        The 1970s Movie That Explains 2020s America
        Ronald Brownstein

        This spring, I went to see Chinatown in a theater for the first time since its release, on June 20, 1974. The movie was headlining at the annual TCM Classic Film Festival on Hollywood Boulevard. Inside, every seat in the huge IMAX theater was taken. When Jack Nicholson and Faye Dunaway kissed for the first time, they filled the towering screen with every bit as much star power as Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall did in Hollywood's golden age. But the rapid descent into tragedy during the film's ...

      

      
        Open the Door Wider for Refugees
        Ilhan Omar

        Of the many titles I hold--congresswoman, mother, sister, organizer--one represents a part of my identity that I hold particularly close to my heart: refugee.People frequently come up to me and share their own refugee stories. We immediately ask each other how long it has been since arriving in the United States. In my case, it's been 29 years since my family and I were given a golden ticket to start a new life in America as refugees.We escaped war in Somalia and found refuge at the Utange camp in ...

      

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

In recent speeches, the former president has been praising China's approach to criminal justice.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




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

During a recent campaign event in Phoenix, Arizona, Donald Trump mused about capital punishment. "We've never had [such] massive amounts of drugs pouring into our country," he said. "And by the way, you'll never solve the problem without the death penalty." Trump also said he had made a deal with Xi Jinping prior to the end of his term that would have seen China executing anyone found to be manufacturing fentanyl for sale in America, though the only verifiable fact related to this claim is that China cracked down on fentanyl sales to America under pressure from the Trump administration.

He then riffed on the same theme at a rally in Las Vegas, where he again announced that the United States would have no drug problem if this country, like China, captured, tried, and executed drug dealers all within a very short span of time. Trump declared that Xi told him that these almost instantaneous capital proceedings are known in his country as "quick trials," and that they've essentially resolved China's struggle against illegal narcotics. (According to fact-checkers at Politifact, Trump's description of China's liberal use of capital punishment is essentially correct, but evidence refutes his assessment that the method is as effective as he claims, or would be effective here.)

Trump's strange pontification on sharks and batteries attracts more attention than his criminal-justice designs, but these more substantive policy ideas are at least as disturbing. There's something satisfying in the presumption that one simple fix could erase all American addiction. But it's nonsense, and destroying the death-penalty appeals process would be both naive and intentionally cruel. Trump may be dreaming aloud when he offers up the possibility of sudden death for drug-related crimes, but enacting such a policy would significantly degrade American law and justice.

Trump's fixation is odd, in part because capital punishment has never eliminated any category of crime. Use of the death penalty in a particular jurisdiction does not even deter crime: Decades of research have consistently found that murder rates are lower in states that do not execute criminals. But for Trump, it's the punishment frequently offered up in place of a credible plan to actually treat opioid addiction and other forms of drug abuse. He suggested its use in a 2023 Fox News interview, saying, "I don't know that this country is ready for it. I just don't know," reflecting on how shocking it would be to introduce capital punishment for selling drugs. "It's not easy to say the death penalty." (Drug trafficking is already a capital offense federally and in two states, a fact Trump appears to be unaware of.)

Trump is right that the death-penalty process is not quick, and the long period of time between a death-row prisoner's sentencing and execution has expanded dramatically in the past several decades. Prisoners who once could have expected to spend only a few years awaiting death can now expect about 20, though some have waited nearly 40 years. The length of the capital-punishment process--mainly the appeals that ensue after a capital sentence is handed down--accounts for most of this delay, though several other factors (including the length of capital trials) contribute. But the long timeline of the capital-appeals process is commensurate with the enormity of the punishment. Executions cannot be reversed. If supporters of capital punishment, frustrated with the length of prisoners' appeals, want something approaching a fair and just death penalty, then careful, meticulous review of each sentence is a prerequisite.

Ronald Brownstein: Trump's stop-and-frisk agenda

Let's pause briefly for a primer on capital appeals. People sentenced to death in a given state may make a direct appeal (either automatically or at their discretion) up to their jurisdiction's court of last resort, usually the state's supreme court. Only issues related to the criminal trial and its accompanying death sentence can be litigated in this venue. Judges may reverse the death sentence and the conviction, just the sentence, or neither at all. Prisoners may then appeal the decision to the United States Supreme Court. During this stage of the appeals process, prisoners have the opportunity to litigate matters in state court that could be adjudicated only posttrial--ineffective assistance of counsel, prosecutorial misconduct, or newly discovered evidence, for example. The resulting decisions can then also be appealed to the Supreme Court. If the Court rules against the defendant at this stage, then their state appeals are exhausted, and they may file a habeas corpus petition in federal court, seeking review of federal issues introduced in the state appeals process. Prisoners may again appeal lower courts' rulings all the way to the Supreme Court, though the justices rarely agree to hear such cases.

In order to be fair, Supreme Court Justice Harry Blackmun explained in a 1994 dissent, "a capital sentencing scheme must treat each person convicted of a capital offense with that 'degree of respect due the uniqueness of the individual' ... That means affording the sentencer the power and discretion to grant mercy in a particular case, and providing avenues for the consideration of any and all relevant mitigating evidence that would justify a sentence less than death. Reasonable consistency, on the other hand, requires that the death penalty be inflicted evenhandedly, in accordance with reason and objective standards, rather than by whim, caprice, or prejudice." In other words, there is no way to justly administer the death penalty without thorough review.

Ample opportunity for appeals also helps prevent the killing of innocents. Since 1973, 197 people have been exonerated and released from death row. Many others have been exonerated posthumously. The Equal Justice Initiative's founder, Bryan Stevenson, told me over email last week that "the error rate in capital cases is extremely high ... The appeals process doesn't ensure no one innocent will be executed but it's clear that without it we would have certainly executed scores of innocent people."

Even if Trump wins in the fall, he's unlikely to persuade enough lawmakers to enact his "quick trial" plan. But it isn't impossible. Laws governing the use of capital punishment in America have changed dramatically over time. If Trump succeeds, every flaw in the American death-penalty regime will be intensified and expanded. Of course, the simplest way to curtail appeals, save innocent lives, and eliminate the gap between sentencing and punishment is to do away with capital punishment altogether.



*Lead-image sources: James Devaney / GC Images / Getty; Tingshu Wang / Getty; georgeclerk / Getty; Bettmann / Getty. 
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The 1970s Movie That Explains 2020s America

<em>Chinatown</em>, released 50 years ago today, shone a bleak light on the machinations of money and power--a theme that still animates U.S. politics.

by Ronald Brownstein




This spring, I went to see Chinatown in a theater for the first time since its release, on June 20, 1974. The movie was headlining at the annual TCM Classic Film Festival on Hollywood Boulevard. Inside, every seat in the huge IMAX theater was taken. When Jack Nicholson and Faye Dunaway kissed for the first time, they filled the towering screen with every bit as much star power as Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall did in Hollywood's golden age. But the rapid descent into tragedy during the film's second half had the audience rapt, eliciting audible gasps when the film's director, Roman Polanski, in a cameo role, slit open the nose of the private eye J. J. Gittes (Nicholson) in one of the movie's more notorious moments. In the scene when Evelyn Mulwray (Dunaway) admits that her daughter is also her sister, conceived through incest with her father, Noah Cross (played by John Huston), the auditorium was utterly silent.

I was struck by how, after all these years, Chinatown looks both of its time and ahead of it. The film's warning that unaccountable power was shaping our lives in ways we couldn't understand very much reflected the political sensibility of the late '60s and early '70s. That mood produced a torrent of transformative laws under both Lyndon B. Johnson and Richard Nixon meant to intensify government oversight of business power (through environmental, consumer-protection, and workplace-safety regulation) and public oversight of government power (through campaign-finance reforms and other transparency measures). Yet the film's tragic ending anticipated the likelihood that all of these reforms, despite the good they might do, would not remake a society in which those with wealth and power, like Cross, routinely roll over those without. The film's script writer, Robert Towne, told me, when we spoke for my book Rock Me on the Water, that he viewed his theme as "the futility of good intentions."

Conor Friedersdorf: In defense of Los Angeles

The Watergate scandal, which would ultimately force Nixon to resign the presidency, was nearing its final act when the film Chinatown was released. The film was set in 1930s Los Angeles, yet it seemed to encapsulate America's grim circumstance in that summer of 1974, when the nation was learning that Nixon's administration had hired goons for a scheme to sabotage its political rivals and that the president had tried to hide it by orchestrating a cover-up.

Today, Donald Trump carries echoes of Cross in the way he blends personal and public corruption--evident, most recently, in the civil judgments against him for sexual abuse and financial fraud, and his criminal conviction for a hush-money scheme (in addition to the weirdly sexualized comments over the years about his daughter Ivanka.)

But Trump's political ascent has added an unexpected coda to the questioning of institutions that animated so much of the activism of the '60s and the popular culture of the early '70s. The political and artistic voices that challenged the authority of government and business in those years mostly hoped to reform those institutions, not to raze them. More effectively than any right-wing populist before him, Trump has transmuted that desire for change into a darker crusade to topple the hazily defined elites and "deep state" that he says scorn and subjugate his followers, who represent the "real America."

Trump, too, portrays the United States as a kind of Chinatown where unaccountable power is conspiring against everyday Americans. But Trump's message to his audience is that he can tear it down on their behalf.

The movie was immediately recognized as a landmark achievement. Chinatown is a complex story of personal and political corruption, involving murder, stolen water rights, and incest. Towne started writing Chinatown long before the Watergate scandal engulfed Nixon. Yet the atmosphere of official deceit that extended from the Vietnam War in Johnson's presidency to the "dirty tricks" of Nixon's permeated Towne's story.

In Towne's script, Chinatown was more a state of mind than a place. It symbolized the enigmatic nature of evil and the inability of even well-intentioned people (such as Nicholson's Gittes) to pierce the hidden layers of power, the wheels within wheels turning far from view and understanding. Like America itself in the age of Vietnam and Watergate, Nicholson's character knew less than he thought as he excavated the secrets of Dunaway's Mulwray and her monstrous father, and he understood even less than he knew.

Like many movies from earlier eras, portions of Chinatown clang against changing sensibilities. The scene where Dunaway makes her big admission, as Nicholson repeatedly slaps her, was tough to watch then, and is tougher now. Nicholson's mimicking of Asian accents at one point--though surely something Gittes would have done--grates, too. Polanski's later exile, after he fled the U.S. in February 1978, having pleaded guilty to a charge of "unlawful sexual intercourse" with a 13-year-old girl, cast a retrospective pall on his undeniable cinematic accomplishments.

Read: France's growing pushback against Roman Polanski

Yet the movie transcends the limitations of its time. Chinatown's creation unfolded in parallel with the Watergate scandal from the moment filming started, in October 1973. Nixon's vice president, Spiro Agnew, who was facing corruption allegations from his years as Maryland's governor, resigned almost exactly as Polanski shot the movie's first scene. What became known as the Saturday-night massacre, when Nixon fired Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox and provoked the first real consideration of impeachment, followed just a few weeks later. The real-life conspiracy loomed over Towne's fictional one.

"When I was shooting the film, I was amazed sometimes, listening to the news programs, by the parallels between what I was hearing and what I was shooting," Polanski said in a press interview at the time.

The resonance was not lost on others. When Chinatown came out, Newsweek described it as a "Watergate with real water" and recognized that "this is really a story about the decadence of the 1970s." On the Chinatown shoot, Watergate "enveloped all of us," Hawk Koch, the film's assistant director, told me. "We were thrilled to be doing the movie because of what it was about." Little more than a month after the film's release, the House Judiciary Committee voted to approve the articles of impeachment that prompted Nixon's resignation in early August.

Read: Water, water still is scarce, except for California's rich

Chinatown remains on the shortlist of greatest movies not to win the Academy Award for Best Picture; it was beaten by another classic released that year, The Godfather Part II, which explored similar themes of public and private corruption. Both were part of the early-'70s wave of socially conscious movies that revitalized Hollywood after a long period of decline. These films differed in tone, style, and message, but the most important of them shared a mission to illuminate America's failures and delusions. Although they rarely exhibited any overt political agenda, they aligned with a progressive belief that exposing the misdeeds of business and government could produce a more democratic society that would wrest power from unaccountable elites and give average Americans a greater say.

Now the passage of half a century has produced the irony that the distrust of institutions, which took root in America after the '60s, has been most effectively marshaled by Trump. He has shown a unique ability to channel it behind a right-wing strongman agenda that promises to smash the restraints of custom, law, and democracy to deliver "retribution" against all the shadowy elites that he says are oppressing his followers.

Only a few years earlier, there was little chance that any of the Hollywood studios would have released a film as dark as Chinatown. Although the anti-Communist blacklist that exiled some of the industry's brightest lights had slowly lifted in the late '50s, Hollywood still seemed shell-shocked and tentative until well into the '60s. It responded to the sexual revolution with cotton-candy, Doris Day-style comedies that seemed lame even in Dwight Eisenhower's presidency. Soon, protesters were marching for civil rights and against the war, students were clashing with police on university campuses, and cities were burning with riots, yet Hollywood stubbornly looked back for inspiration, releasing a procession of World War II movies, Westerns, musicals, and, above all, gargantuan historical epics. Like the three TV networks in those years, Hollywood remained unwaveringly, even defiantly, disconnected from the social and political changes that the rising Baby Boom generation was bringing to American life.

For the film industry, the turning point came in 1967. Bonnie and Clyde, directed by Arthur Penn and starring Dunaway and Warren Beatty gave a modern countercultural sheen to the Depression-era outlaws. Mike Nichols's The Graduate (starring Dustin Hoffman and Anne Bancroft), scathingly captured the Boomers' hope for a life of greater meaning and authenticity than their parents' generation was offering (the career advice Hoffman's character receives: "Plastics!"). Two years later, in 1969, the huge success of Easy Rider--the story of Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda as two nomadic, drug-dealing motorcyclists murdered by small-town rednecks--demonstrated the financial rewards of producing films that moved younger audiences.

The studios' new appetite for contemporary films that appealed to this demographic created the economic foundation for a creative renaissance in Hollywood--and a succession of films that memorably portrayed America as adrift and rotting from within, a nation not only deceived by its leaders but deluded by its most cherished myths. So many compelling movies were released in these years that critics have called 1967-76 Hollywood's "silver age," after its 1938-46 golden age. Chinatown immediately claimed a top spot in the silver-age pantheon.

The idea that would grow into the movie came to Towne when he was laid up for several weeks with vertigo around Christmas 1969. He read an article in the Los Angeles Times's Old West magazine titled "Raymond Chandler's L.A.," which recounted how much of the landscape described in those '40s detective novels remained intact a quarter century later. The idea struck Towne that it would be possible to film a detective movie set in the Los Angeles of the '30s on location around the city.

The movie's central metaphor came from a Los Angeles Police Department vice detective who sold Towne a sheepdog named Hira. After the cop told Towne that he worked in Chinatown, the writer asked what he did there. "Probably as little as possible," the cop said. How's that? Towne asked. "Look, you can't tell what's going on, because we can't crack the language," the officer said. "There's so many dialects and things like that, we can't tell, frankly, if we're helping prevent a crime or helping somebody commit one, and so the best thing to do is nothing." As Towne told me, "And that was the origin of the significance of Chinatown." In Towne's script, Gittes repeats that line almost verbatim when Evelyn Mulwray asks him what he did in Chinatown when he worked for the DA. "As little as possible," Nicholson replies.

Still, the words did not come easily for Towne. "No script ever drove me nuttier," Towne later recalled. When he finally delivered a draft, in early 1973, it was a 180-page behemoth that perplexed the executives at Paramount. It also failed to satisfy Polanski, who had been hired to direct. Polanski was living in Rome and initially resisted returning to Los Angeles, where the Manson family had murdered his wife, Sharon Tate, only four years earlier. He feared returning to a city "where every street corner reminded me of tragedy."

Read: The eerie parallels between Trump and the Watergate 'road map'

Polanski and Towne spent eight weeks over the spring and summer of 1973 contentiously rewriting the script. Once filming started, the movie progressed on a brisk if bumpy trajectory. Tiny and tousle-haired, Polanski was an autocrat accustomed to dictating every detail of a scene, including every aspect of an actor's performance. Nicholson, fluid and supremely self-confident, rolled with Polanski's style, finding his edicts more amusing than threatening. But Polanski clashed with the tightly wound Dunaway. "They were at loggerheads a lot--over anything," recalls Anthea Sylbert, a celebrated costume designer who handled those duties on Chinatown.

The movie's ending was the greatest point of dispute between Polanski and Towne. Towne wanted a more bittersweet ending, but Polanski insisted on rewriting the finale with a conclusion as brutal as the drop of a guillotine. Dunaway's Mulwray is shot and killed by the police as she tries to escape with her daughter. As Gittes turns to lunge at the police lieutenant who directed the shooting, an associate pulls him away and delivers the film's unforgettable concluding line: "Forget it, Jake; it's Chinatown."

Gittes had precipitated the tragedy through his overconfidence. "You may think you know what you're dealing with," Huston's Cross had warned him earlier, "but believe me, you don't."

Chinatown's final moments anticipated a world just coming into focus as the production completed. "What was happening with Evelyn Mulwray," Towne told me, was much like "what was happening in the country. You don't know what's going on." Towne painted a morally bleak world in his script for Chinatown, and Polanski made it even bleaker. Even they, though, could not have envisioned a future in which millions of Americans would willingly entrust their fate to Trump, a man as coldly amoral as Noah Cross.



Portions of this article were adapted from Rock Me on the Water: 1974--The Year Los Angeles Transformed Movies, Music, Television, and Politics, published in 2021.
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Open the Door Wider for Refugees

I'm here today only because of the kindness of strangers who fought to open the door for those fleeing unthinkable circumstances. Others should have the same chance.

by Ilhan Omar




Of the many titles I hold--congresswoman, mother, sister, organizer--one represents a part of my identity that I hold particularly close to my heart: refugee.

People frequently come up to me and share their own refugee stories. We immediately ask each other how long it has been since arriving in the United States. In my case, it's been 29 years since my family and I were given a golden ticket to start a new life in America as refugees.

We escaped war in Somalia and found refuge at the Utange camp in Kenya. During my four years living in a refugee camp with little food or water, I saw the best and worst of humanity. I witnessed the joy of a mother welcoming a baby safely into the world, despite the odds stacked against her. I witnessed the death of friends and family members in a camp where malaria, dysentery, and respiratory diseases were rampant. I am grateful that I made it out alive. But I would not be here without the generosity of the Kenyan people, the resolute efforts of UN workers, the help of resettlement organizations such as Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service, and the welcoming spirit of the American people who gave me and my family a second chance at life.

Right now, the world is facing an unprecedented displacement crisis, as conflicts and catastrophes in the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and Asia displace tens of millions of people from their homes. I'm here today only because of the kindness of strangers who fought to open the door for those fleeing unthinkable circumstances. And that's why today, as we observe World Refugee Day, I am calling on President Biden to raise the refugee admissions cap, and allow more to enter the United States.

Not long after taking office, the president raised the admissions cap to 125,000, an important step in the right direction. But that number is still too small. Even worse, we have routinely failed to meet the cap. President Biden has called the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program "a statement about who we are, and who we want to be." I want us to be a country that lives up to our values of opening our arms during times of global catastrophe--both by raising the cap, and by ensuring that we actually admit the number of refugees it authorizes.

The horrific civil war in Sudan has displaced an estimated 10 million people, including almost 2 million who have fled to neighboring countries. Many of them have sought refuge in Ethiopia, which itself still has more than 1 million people forcibly displaced by the conflict and atrocities in Tigray. More than 1 million Rohingya are living in Bangladesh within a refugee camp in Cox's Bazar that has become a hotbed for forced recruitment of child soldiers and other human-rights violations. Massive numbers of people have fled wars in Syria and Ukraine, and economic and security collapses in Venezuela and Haiti. Global strife, economic uncertainty, and the climate crisis seem likely to fuel even higher levels of forced migration in the years ahead.

The systems in place, both in the U.S. and at the international level, are clearly inadequate to meet the scale of the displacement we are seeing around the world. Not only is it crucial to raise the refugee admissions cap; we also need an international treaty for migration worldwide, like the Paris Agreement on climate change, except binding on its signatories. We must create a system that is based on the human rights of migrants; that is mindful of the disparate experiences that migrant women, children, and LGBTQ people face; and that recognizes that every country on Earth has its role to play in establishing a more just, efficient, and humane way for people to exercise their freedom of movement.

As we work toward that larger goal, the United States must work to improve its own system for handling refugees. People who make the gut-wrenching decision to flee their home to escape brutal violence, as my family did, do not pause to consider whether Title 42 will impede their ability to enter the U.S. They do not check to see what amendments are going to be offered in the House of Representatives, watch a little bit of a Senate floor debate, or read through press statements from the White House. They flee because they have to. They come to our borders because they have no other option. There is no level of cruelty and no number of condescending warnings placed on billboards in Guatemala or anywhere else that will prevent parents from protecting their family.

The Biden administration has shown creativity and flexibility in creating parole programs for Ukrainians, Haitians, Cubans, and Venezuelans. These are not perfect solutions, but they have been successful at reducing border encounters for people from those countries, and they have demonstrated that we have the ability to welcome people in large numbers through orderly and safe processes. We should do the same for Sudanese and Ethiopians, at a minimum. But even more than that, we should work toward establishing comprehensive legal pathways that enable people to arrive in the United States without risking their life or paying human traffickers their entire savings just to be detained at the border and deported.

Fixing our immigration system is not merely a matter of basic morality, although it is that. It is also the right way to address the very real problems that are created when millions of people mass at designated ports of entry and then are either detained or sent to overstretched cities around the country. As heated as the debate over the veracity of asylum claims has become, the very fact that so many people are seeking asylum shows us that many people are trying to arrive here legally. We should give them the opportunity to do so.

And we must reject the cynicism of those who indulge in xenophobia, or promise to close immigration pathways, because they believe that those positions will prove politically advantageous. Untold numbers of people around the world are counting on us to do the right thing. I dreamed of one day living in the United States when I was huddled in a refugee camp; today millions of children are dreaming the same dream, of living in a country that promises peace and opportunity. I hope that the door that saved my life can be opened even wider.
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J. D. Vance Makes His VP Pitch

The Millennial Republican senator knows exactly where his party is headed.

by John Hendrickson




Updated at 2:18 p.m. ET on June 18, 2024


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


A lot can change in eight years. In the summer of 2016, J. D. Vance, writing in this magazine, characterized Donald Trump as "cultural heroin." On Sunday morning in Michigan, Vance made his pitch to be Trump's next vice president--by showing his fealty to the former president and sounding as much like him as possible.

Vance is reportedly on a Trump-VP shortlist that includes Senator Marco Rubio of Florida, Senator Tim Scott of South Carolina, and Governor Doug Burgum of North Dakota. But Vance was the only one from this list who spoke at this past weekend's People's Convention, a sort of warm-up to the Republican National Convention hosted by the conservative 501(c)(4) Turning Point Action. Vance won the Turning Point vice-presidential straw poll with 43 percent of the vote; Scott finished in a distant second with 15.4 percent.

Addressing a few thousand people in the final keynote, Vance warned voters that Democrats are "trying to turn our home into a shithole." He called for going after military generals who disobeyed Trump. He borrowed a few of the former president's trusted bits, repeating, for instance, the anti-environmentalist line that windmills "kill all the birds." Vance even enjoyed a sampling of the lowest of hanging fruit: "I mean, inflation is so bad that I heard that Hunter Biden can no longer afford crack cocaine, ladies and gentlemen!"

To an outsider, Vance's obvious echoes of Trump might seem cringeworthy, but that type of flattery apparently works--so long as you don't try to out-Trump Trump. Andrew Kolvet, a Turning Point spokesperson, told me that Vance is proving to be one of the Trump campaign's most effective and articulate surrogates--specifically in speaking to Rust Belt voters. As someone who grew up in poverty and then went to Yale Law School before becoming an Ohio senator, "he's kind of a class traitor like Trump," Kolvet said. He went on: "He's one of those guys that you can put on CNN, MSNBC, and he can chop it up with really adversarial interviewers and come out getting the better end of the deal."

He can also "chop it up" in a more theatrical setting. On Sunday morning, like other People's Convention speakers, he waltzed to the lectern through swirling spotlights, booming bass, and pyrotechnic columns of billowing smoke. Vance looked like a professional wrestler entering the ring and, at times, kind of sounded like one, too. His Father's Day plans? To take down "a giant steak."

Bob Bauer: The rise of a new, dangerous cynicism

Falling in line with other Trump acolytes, Vance proclaimed that the former president's many indictments are politically motivated. "They can't win the debate, and so they're going to harass and try to jail their political opponents," Vance said. "Donald Trump trying to challenge an election through constitutional means--that is the opposite of a constitutional crisis," he told the crowd, reiterating something he had recently said to Ross Douthat, of The New York Times. "A constitutional crisis is when generals refuse to obey the orders of the commander in chief. Let's go after those generals who refuse to obey those orders! Not against Donald Trump and his supporters!"

To the extent that Vance's onstage performance had a message beyond loyalty to Trump, it was a nationalist one: "We are for an American nation that is built by American people, that employs American workers," he said early on. But he went much further than that, such as when he blamed illegal immigrants for America's rising housing costs. The solution, he said, is to "deport every single illegal alien who came to this country under Joe Biden's regime." Yesterday on X, he doubled down: "Not having 20 million illegal aliens who need to be housed (often at public expense) will absolutely make housing more affordable for American citizens." At the People's Convention, Vance confusingly referred to his own family as immigrants from Appalachian Kentucky to Ohio.

Millions came to know Vance's life story through his 2016 memoir, Hillbilly Elegy. The Vance who wrote that book came across as cerebral, someone who had a more nuanced view of the world than Trump and the rest of the MAGA movement. Vance, who will turn 40 this August, told the audience that, when he was 25 years old, all of the political energy was on the left. "Right now all of the energy is on the right," he said. In a sense, he's correct. Travel the country, and you'll grasp that the lack of enthusiasm around Biden, especially among young people, is real. Many who plan to vote Democratic this year say they're doing so as a stopgap against Trump and fascism, not necessarily for a second term of the Biden administration.

The crowd was most engaged when Vance spoke about Trump--but nothing like they had been the night before, when Trump took the stage and offered his followers the real thing. Speaking to an estimated 8,000 people, Trump was livelier and more animated than I've seen him during this campaign cycle. He was operating in stand-up-comedian mode, complaining about how poor shower water pressure affects his "beautiful head of hair." Of course, his jokes were lacquer over his larger message, which was as authoritarian and bigoted as ever. Trump repeated his talking point that other countries are emptying out their prisons, insane asylums, and mental institutions to the "dumping ground" of the United States. Instead of "Build the wall," he now often invokes a promise to carry out the largest deportation operation in American history. He repeated that word--history--ad nauseam Saturday night. "We had the best border in history. Now we have the worst border in the history of the world," Trump said. The Green New Deal was a scam--"one of the greatest scams in history." He also noted that he was the "only person in history" to see his poll numbers rise after being indicted.

David Frum: The J. D. Vance I knew

Extremism passing as benevolent patriotism was the animating theme of the three-day event. Even Alex Jones was welcomed onstage for a surprise appearance. "We're bringing down the New World Order!" Jones shouted in his trademark growl. "If this republic falls, the entire world falls to the UN and the globalists and their hellish plan to literally take everything you've got, including your children, away from you," he warned. Virtually all of the speakers embraced some form of conspiracism. Donald Trump Jr. announced, "If you're in this room right now, you're probably on the FBI list." More than a few presenters defended insurrectionists. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia said she was "proud" that she had objected to certifying President Joe Biden's Electoral College victory. "Anyone that wants to continue to shame us for January 6 can go to hell," Greene said. (She also scoffed at "some country called Ukraine that we can't even find on a map.")

Trumpism, clearly, is just as carnival-like as ever. Even though this conference wasn't technically a Trump rally, it may as well have been. The former president wasn't just the People's Convention's Saturday-night attraction, he was an all-consuming force around which the weekend revolved. You could buy "MAGA Nation Blend" or "Let's Go Brandon FJB" coffee beans for $45.47. (A "Stand with Israel" bag was a relative bargain at $36.) A jet-black I'M VOTING CONVICTED FELON 2024 T-shirt would set you back $35. Attendees swarmed Steve Bannon, Trumpworld's most influential media figure, for selfies and autographs like he was Harry Styles. One attendee even had Bannon sign his giant laminated poster of the Constitution. When Trump was onstage, he was worshiped. When he wasn't around, people were eager to talk about how wonderful he was.

Vance is shrewd enough to understand the power of this dynamic. In response to an audience question about his future--including a potential VP slot--Vance couldn't have been clearer: "We need to have people who are supporting Trump, not trying to stab him in the back," he said. "It's very, very simple."
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The Most Dangerous Bias in Today's America

It's the one that stops people from hearing the good news.

by David Frum




Updated at 4:20 p.m. ET on June 18, 2024

Fourteen years ago, I trespassed into what used to be Michigan Central Station in Detroit. The beaux-arts building had fallen into ruin since it closed to the public a generation before. It was fenced off for safety: Stairways were treacherous; floors were broken; opportunities to slash a foot or break a neck abounded. In this 2009 music video for the Eminem song "Beautiful," you can see the station much as I saw it the following year.

The wreckage of Detroit's train station symbolized the downfall of a once-great city.

That image still haunts Donald Trump's imagination. This past weekend, Trump traveled to Detroit to rage against crime and disorder:

Look, the crime is most rampant right here and in African American communities. More people see me and they say, "Sir, we want protection. We want police to protect us. We don't want to get robbed and mugged and beat up or killed because we want to walk across the street to buy a loaf of bread."


But as often with Trump's imagination, the image has fallen far behind reality.

On June 7, some 20,000 people attended a concert headlined by Detroit native Diana Ross to celebrate the reopening of Michigan Central Station. The passenger hall has been lavishly returned to its original glory. The office building that once rose above the station has been restored and repurposed as a retail and cultural space. A PBS camera crew led viewers through the renewed terminal, so you can see for yourself.

The rebuild was funded by private investment, principally from the Ford Motor Company. The investors will put the space to new use, as the anchor of a 30-acre technology hub near a residential district that's being revived.

The reopening of the station capped a year of good news for Detroit. In 2023, the city's population grew for the first time since 1957. Crime in the city plunged, with double-digit drops in carjackings and shootings--and the fewest homicides since 1966. Home prices rose faster than in any other city in the nation, surpassing the annual gain of more than 8 percent set by the previous front-runner, Miami.

Detroit remains a troubled place, certainly. But for the first time in a long while, its trajectory is clearly going up, not down.

As Detroit's improvement is real, so Trump's Detroit event was fake.

Trump's team, and some stenographic news reports, described the event as taking place in a "Black church," leaving the impression that he spoke to a church congregation. One of Trump's talkers claimed that 8,000 people attended the event in a building that holds only a few hundred people when all the pews are full, which they weren't. Trump's media allies insinuated that the crowd was mostly made up of Black worshippers; the TV cameras showed a crowd that seemed at least half white and was apparently nonlocal.

David Frum: The failing state next door

The contrast between the reality of reviving Detroit and the falseness of Trump's self-advertising symbolizes a challenge for voters and the media in this year's presidential election. Trump tells stories that are not true. "Trump Portrays Rampant Crime in Speech at Black Church in Detroit," was how The Washington Post headlined its story about the visit. Yes, that is what Trump portrayed. But the portrayal was deceptive.

The deception is one, though, that we are primed to accept. Our brains do not always adapt as quickly as the world can change. Nationwide, in 2024, crime is dropping; inflation is subsiding; real wages are rising--and rising fastest for the lowest-paid workers.

Yet the good news is taking time to register. Trump is racing against that time, with some success.

The United States has suffered two severe economic shocks in the past two decades: the Great Recession of 2008-09 and the pandemic shutdown of 2020-21. Recovery from the recession was slow and uncertain, and was followed by a wave of social troubles--the opioid epidemic, rising crime, and other pressures that Trump exploited in the 2016 election.

Recovery from the pandemic shutdown, however, has so far been rapid and strong. Has the memory of the first shock distorted our perception of the second? Or is some other barrier preventing us from seeing the world as it is?

The election of 2024--and the fate of American democracy--may turn on whether we can look past outdated stereotypes to grasp current realities.



This article originally stated that a hotel once stood above Michigan Central Station. In fact, it was an office building.
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The Biden Campaign's Losing Battle

Beating up on the media is Trumpian and ineffective.

by John Hendrickson




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


Watch a few minutes of the NBA Finals, and you'll likely notice how the Dallas Mavericks' Luka Doncic argues with the officials every time a whistle blows in his direction. "Working the refs" is a long-standing tradition, but Doncic, one of basketball's marquee stars, takes complaining to a new level. In his eyes, the referees are incapable of correctly calling the game, no matter the circumstance. Whining has become muscle memory.

A similar dynamic has lately been playing out between members of President Joe Biden's campaign staff and journalists. Each week, Biden-team members and a cadre of notable Democrats spend hours locked in a public spat not just against former President Donald Trump, but against the media.

Recently, TJ Ducklo, a Biden-campaign senior adviser for communications, posted on X: "The President just spoke to approx 1,000 mostly black voters in Philly about the massive stakes in this election. @MSNBC @CNN & others did not show it. Instead, more coverage about a trial that impacts one person: Trump. Then they'll ask, why isn't your message getting out?" Responding to Ducklo, the election statistician turned Substack writer Nate Silver pointed out that Democrats often lament that the media don't cover Trump's misdeeds enough. Ducklo fired back: "This perfectly incapsulates [sic] the disconnect between the ivory tower/beltway know-it-alls and voters. Donald Trump's trials don't impact real people. They impact Donald Trump. His horrific, draconian, dangerous policies impact voters. Cover those. Stop covering polls & process."

To suggest that a former--and potentially future--president's legal woes are items not worth discussing is, frankly, absurd. But Ducklo's complaint was part of a much larger theme: Biden's allies believe that journalists are failing to meet the moment; that they're falling back on horse-race coverage and ignoring the knock of fascism at America's door.

Many Biden supporters and campaign staffers have fashioned this argument into a shield against any critical coverage of the president. Like a previous White House occupant raving about "fake" stories, they sometimes behave as if they are the arbiters of what's newsworthy at all. Sounding a bit like Donald Trump isn't the only problem with this strategy, though; it's also highly unlikely to advance the campaign's larger goal of actually winning the election.

Biden's first bid for president, in 1988, was one of the subjects covered in Richard Ben Cramer's What It Takes, a masterpiece of the campaign-journalism genre. When Cramer died from lung cancer in 2013, Biden, then serving as vice president, spoke wistfully at his memorial service. Although Biden has endured his share of embarrassments that have triggered unflattering news cycles across his decades in public service--including a plagiarism scandal that ended his '88 bid--he has maintained an apparently earnest belief in the role of journalism in upholding democracy. Now some members of his 2024 team worry that the press has become Trump's unwitting accomplice.

David A. Graham: How Musk and Biden are changing the media

Rather than reserve their concerns for phone calls, as was custom for virtually every pre-Trump presidential campaign, they are following Trump's lead and making their attacks public. "Online and on social media, you've certainly seen Biden's aides get into it more with reporters," David Folkenflik, NPR's media correspondent, told me. "God knows these are conversations that would have taken place in private before."

Headlines, specifically those that appear in The New York Times, are daily points of consternation. Campaign gripes sometimes seem to share a wavelength with the X parody account New York Times Pitchbot, which has carved out a niche satirizing "both sides" journalism. Ammar Moussa, the Biden campaign's director of rapid response, posted on X recently that The Wall Street Journal had committed "unbelievable journalistic malpractice" for its story on what members of Congress allegedly say behind closed doors about the president's mental acuity. The complaint among Biden's allies was that the story didn't include enough quotes from people who believe the president is up to the job.

Speaking broadly about this moment, Ducklo told me, "Media can't cover this election like this is George W. Bush versus Al Gore. Donald Trump is a fundamentally, uniquely different candidate that has to be covered in a uniquely different way than ever before." What does this look like in practice? The Biden campaign seems to believe that journalists should stop reporting on polls, rallies, and other tentpoles of traditional presidential races, and instead devote their resources to telling Americans that Trump wants to be a dictator, over and over again. If that means ignoring Biden's missteps and weaknesses, well, the Biden campaign can accept that.

When I asked the Biden campaign about its relationship with the media, it emailed me a statement: "This election isn't just about a few minor policy differences--we are running against a guy that has all but promised to erode American democracy, rule as a dictator and strip Americans of their freedom ... Donald Trump has fundamentally changed the stakes of this election, and we firmly believe it is everyone's job to not take their eye off the ball of just how dangerous Donald Trump has become to the basic fundamentals this country was founded on, the free press especially."

Most of the people willing to speak on the record about this issue have the word former in their job title. Former Deputy White House Press Secretary Eric Schultz, who served in Barack Obama's administration, has become one of the most fiery Democratic voices on the perceived 2024 problem. "WSJ adopting the Arthur Sulzberger extortion approach: give us an interview or we'll parrot Republicans that Biden is too old," Schultz posted on X recently, attacking both that contentious Journal report and the New York Times publisher in the space of a few words.

"You're right, I pop off a lot on this online," Schultz told me. He also acknowledged that most readers of publications like the Times are probably supporting Biden, and that it's the "low-information voters" whom Democrats need to do a better job of winning over. The instrument to reach swing voters in Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania, for example, is not the Times, Schultz said, but "that doesn't mean the way The New York Times covers this race is insignificant."

Schultz, who playfully referred to himself as a "Democratic hack," said that he believes the media have fallen into their "worst habit" of covering only a single story each campaign cycle. In 2016, he said, that story was Hillary Clinton's private email server. Although the media did obsess over Clinton's emails, former FBI Director James Comey's very public investigation into the subject is what made it impossible to avoid. At any rate, reporters devoted tons of resources to documenting the 2016 Trump campaign's many scandals, including the infamous Trump Tower meeting about potential "dirt" on Clinton, and the Access Hollywood tape. Journalists were extremely tough on Trump then, as they are now.

But Schultz sees the past differently and now believes that 2024's "single" media narrative is Biden's age. He argued that if you were to ask 100 D.C. reporters which candidate is more capable of thinking through and discussing any policy issue, "100 of them would say Joe Biden." Yet Biden, he said, is the only one who gets hammered on age. Schultz even went so far as to say that political journalists have become Trump's enablers: "The confluence of the burn-it-all-down message and journalists having a long-standing bias towards negativity ... it amounts to putting the thumb on the scale for Donald Trump."

Mark Leibovich: Ruth Bader Biden

Kate Bedingfield, a member of Biden's 2020 campaign team who went on to become his first White House communications director before leaving last year, echoed Schultz's larger critique. "I am not arguing that Biden should never be criticized," she told me. "I don't believe that." Yet she also said that Biden's flubs on the campaign trail were being covered with the same intensity as, for instance, a Trump statement about how he'd subvert the Constitution. "Those two things are not comparable, and I don't think it's a partisan statement to say that," Bedingfield said.

Biden allies are quick to bring up variations on that theme: The candidates are not comparable, but they're being covered as if they were. Kate Berner, the White House deputy communications director until last year, suggested that one obvious and major difference between Trump and Biden was precisely their relationship with the media: Reporters feel "unsafe" covering Trump events, not Biden events.

I have covered many Trump rallies and have never felt unsafe, even when asking his supporters difficult questions. It's true, though, that vilifying the media has been a building block of Trump's political identity. Once, in an interview with 60 Minutes' Lesley Stahl, Trump explained his motivation: The more he went after the media, the less voters would trust any negative story published about him. This strategy, in tandem with one coined by his former adviser Steve Bannon, to "flood the zone with shit," has succeeded. And if Trump returns to office next year, he has threatened to prosecute his adversaries--potentially including journalists.

The Biden campaign doesn't menace journalists, but it doesn't trust them, either. Biden has held the fewest press conferences of any American president since Ronald Reagan. And Biden staffers clearly believe they have every right to set the agenda of journalistic decision making. As Berner put it, "There's plenty of work that the White House and the campaign and others do behind the scenes to shape a story, to push back, to have editorial conversations. But when coverage is particularly out of bounds, it's fair for them to make those criticisms public, because working the refs publicly is an important way of taking that spotlight and turning it around back on them." That this statement sounded Trumpian seemed lost on her.

Few people better understand the competing motivations of the media and politicians than David Axelrod. Long before becoming an architect of Barack Obama's presidential election campaign and a White House adviser, Axelrod was a newspaper journalist. He told me about covering City Hall in Chicago and having mayors threaten to expel him from the building because they didn't like the stories he was writing. Axelrod's opinion on this strategy is that it's ineffective.

"Generally, my view is if you are spending your time complaining about news coverage, it's kind of a loser's lament and a waste of time," Axelrod said. He went on: "Trading snarky asides with members of the news media is not, to me, putting points on the board. Unless you're going to embrace the idea that Trump has, which is you're gonna make the news media a foil ... I don't really sense that's their plan," he said of the Biden campaign.

"Sometimes you're going to get a bad story that you deserve," he add later. "And sometimes you're going to get stories that you don't like, but that are within the parameters of what good reporting is. And those you should let go."

Trump can win this race without favorable media coverage: By spending the better part of a decade turning the press into his staunch adversary, he's become dependent on negative stories. Critical reporting fires Trump up, but it also gives him material that he can use, in turn, to fire up his base. Trump has sold millions of voters on a fantasy world in which "crooked" journalists peddle "fake news" even when they're recording, reporting, and broadcasting his quotes verbatim. He and his voters believe that any election Trump loses is "rigged." That the former president's trials are all "shams." That the Democrats are one enemy, the Department of Justice is another, and the media are a third.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Is journalism ready?

Biden is in a different, arguably opposite position. His campaign argues that Democrats, unlike Republicans, are actually tethered to reality. Biden's people are desperately trying to convince voters that the country is in much better shape than most Americans seem to believe. That elections are safe. That the economy, and unemployment, are not as bad as you've heard. Biden's team needs voters to trust reputable publications that reliably print and publish facts--such as the Times and the Journal.

Then some campaign staffers and high-profile Democratic supporters turn around and attack these publications, in the process casting doubt on their reliability. It's a losing proposition.

When Luka Doncic works the refs, he's not helping his cause. Last Wednesday, during a pivotal game in the NBA Finals against the Boston Celtics, he was forced to sit on the bench with just minutes to go after fouling out (and complaining about it). When Biden-campaign allies work the media, they're at best wasting time, suggesting that they have run out of better ideas for how to try to save their candidate.

Biden's belief in the Constitution means he supports a free and independent press. Authoritarians rise by lying and sowing mistrust. If journalists are truly going to combat that force--as Biden's campaign implores them to do--they will have to be honest and rigorous about not just Trump but also his opponent.
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The Overlooked (But Real) Possibility of a Big Democratic Win

Both moderates and progressives are pushing the Biden campaign to get more ambitious.

by Russell Berman




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


Democrats have spent the past year talking much more about the prospect of a Donald Trump victory than about their own. The relentless focus on Trump is understandable, but it has obscured a central reality of the 2024 election: Democrats have a real chance to sweep the presidency, House, and Senate. And if they do, their congressional majority would likely be more cohesive and progressive than during President Joe Biden's first two years in office.

Biden's deficit in the polls is much smaller than the party's panic suggests and has narrowed since Trump's felony convictions. Democrats need to flip only a few seats to recapture the House. Holding the Senate won't be easy, but thanks to the retirements of a pair of maverick Democrats, even a small majority could open a path to substantial legislative achievements such as the passage of a comprehensive voting-rights bill, a federal guarantee for abortion rights, lower drug prices, and an expanded social safety net.

A wide-ranging group of Democrats--including moderates running in swing districts as well as those in the party's left wing--wants the president to emphasize the promise of his second term as much as, if not more than, the peril of Trump's. Because Biden focuses so much on the threat Trump poses to democracy and the rule of law, they think Biden risks losing voters who want to see tangible improvements in their lives.

"In my district, I would urge him to talk about bread-and-butter issues almost exclusively," Representative Susan Wild of Pennsylvania, a Democrat in a competitive race for reelection, told me. "That's not to say that preserving our democracy isn't important, believe me. But it's hard for people to even think about something as existential as democracy if they're having trouble buying groceries or paying their rent."

When Biden does talk about policy instead of democracy, he focuses more on what he did in his first term than what he would do in a second. This is standard practice for incumbent presidents, but voters' lack of enthusiasm for Biden has convinced many Democrats that his record won't be enough. Polling suggests they are right; surveys show that many voters--particularly those under 30--are unaware of, or unmoved by, Biden's investments in infrastructure and decarbonization or his drug-price and gun-control reforms.

Russell Berman: Democrats' unproven plan to close Biden's enthusiasm gap

Biden hasn't been completely silent about what he would do with a unified government. "If Americans send me a Congress that supports the right to choose, I promise you, I will restore Roe v. Wade as the law of the land again," the president said during his State of the Union address in March, a line he frequently repeats on the campaign trail. He's also talked about extending to all Americans a $35 monthly cap on insulin costs that Congress enacted for some Medicare beneficiaries, restoring the expanded child tax credit that he signed into law during the pandemic, and banning assault weapons and high-capacity magazines.

But to this point, such promises have gotten relatively little airtime. Biden's campaign website, for example, doesn't even include a policy section. Campaign officials say their emphasis on promoting Biden's record and attacking Trump is both consistent with successful reelection bids of the past and responsive to the president's current electoral challenges. Michael Tyler, the Biden campaign's communications director, noted that the president is already performing well among people who are closely following the election. "The work that we need to do over the course of the next five months," he told me, "is address the information gap with folks who have not been paying as much attention."

That strategy worries some Democrats. Janelle Bynum, an Oregon Democrat trying to flip a Republican-held House district, told me she thinks the party is relying too much on its past accomplishments and not enough on its plans to address voters' everyday concerns in the future. Biden, she said, "absolutely needs to focus on what it feels like on the ground level."

Progressives are prodding him in this direction too. In April, the Congressional Progressive Caucus published an agenda comprising dozens of policies that it believes Democratic majorities could enact in a Biden second term and that it wants the president to highlight during the campaign. The group excluded proposals that Biden doesn't support, such as Medicare for All. But it featured many ideas that fell just short of passing in 2021 and 2022, such as expanding Medicare coverage and Social Security benefits, implementing universal pre-K and tuition-free public college, and restoring an expanded child tax credit.

Few voters appreciate how close Democrats came to getting those reforms done, says Representative Pramila Jayapal of Washington State, the chair of the progressive caucus. "We were literally just two votes away," she told me, recounting her conversations with voters. "And people go, 'Oh, I didn't know that.'"

By releasing an ambitious but achievable agenda, Jayapal said, progressives hope to motivate their base and shift the focus of the campaign. "People aren't excited by losing," she said. "They're excited by winning, and they're excited by the vision that comes with winning."

Republicans, for their part, have not been shy about touting what they'll do if they recapture the White House and the Senate while holding their House majority. Former Trump administration officials have drafted a 920-page playbook that calls for hollowing out the federal government, eviscerating the independence of the Justice Department and other agencies, and enacting a range of conservative policies. Speaker Mike Johnson has promoted legislation that the House could pass in the first months of his second term, including a multitrillion-dollar extension of his 2017 tax cuts.

Of course, campaigning on a vision is one thing; executing it is another. And that's as true for Republicans as it is for Democrats. Democrats currently have 51 seats in the Senate; even if Biden wins, they are all but certain to lose at least one, that of the retiring centrist Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia.

But if they can hold 50 seats with a Biden victory, they will retain the vice president's tie-breaking vote. And then they won't have Manchin, or retiring Senator Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona, there to block Biden's most ambitious proposals and filibuster reform. Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania, who took office last year, and Representative Ruben Gallego of Arizona, who could replace Sinema, have each expressed much more support for Biden's economic policies and are open to curtailing the filibuster.

"I'm hopeful that we're not going to see these roadblocks getting in the way of popular reforms that majorities want to pass," Representative Chris Deluzio, a Pennsylvania Democrat in his first term, told me.

Ronald Brownstein: Biden's Electoral College challenge

A skeptic would counter that changing or scrapping the filibuster is likely to be difficult even without Manchin and Sinema's opposition, and approving anything without Republican support would require extraordinary unity. Presidents, moreover, typically get less of their agenda through Congress in their second term than in their first, and Biden might be hard-pressed to claim a voter mandate for progressive proposals if he doesn't campaign on them this fall.

Democrats who want the president to promote a more aspirational agenda know that achieving it won't be easy. (As Representative Susan Wild put it: "I'm a realist.") But in a campaign that Democrats are in danger of losing, some of them are betting that a forward-looking vision will at least help them get the chance to try.
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Donald Trump's Message to Milwaukee

"Milwaukee, where we are having our convention, is a horrible city," the former president reportedly told congressional Republicans.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump has long cultivated an image as a salt-of-the-earth, everyday American who loves the parts of the nation that elitist liberals dismiss as flyover country. That's why the Republican National Convention this year is in Milwaukee, the largest city in Wisconsin--a state that Trump narrowly lost in 2020, and which is a must-win for President Joe Biden's reelection campaign. Now that the RNC has fixed its website to feature a picture of Milwaukee rather than Ho Chi Minh City, the former president has his own words of praise.

"Milwaukee, where we are having our convention, is a horrible city," he said during a closed-door meeting with Republican members of Congress today, according to Axios and Punchbowl News.

As we near the nine-year mark of the Trump era of American politics, the game of "imagine if Barack Obama had done it" or even "imagine if Mitt Romney had done it" can feel tired. And yet it's still worth playing. Really: Imagine if Obama had trashed the major city of the crucial swing state that was hosting his party's convention! This is a politician who was tarred as an out-of-touch elitist for his mere mention of arugula at Whole Foods. The next cycle, his campaign was so desperate to seem sympathetic to authentic local culture that Michelle Obama praised the "great barbecue" in Charlotte, North Carolina, ahead of the Democratic National Convention, puzzling even the city's mayor. ("I have had great barbecue in Charlotte that's been brought in on a truck," he said, alluding to the fact that the state's famous smoked pork is not typically associated with his relatively bland city.)

Read: A war on blue America

Trump's disdain for American cities is one of his most consistent personality traits. His aspersions on Milwaukee were cast from Washington, D.C., another city for which he has little use. "It was also very sad driving through Washington, D.C., and seeing the filth and the decay and all of the broken buildings and walls and the graffiti," he said last year after a trip to the capital to plead not guilty to federal charges related to his attempt to steal the 2020 election. He also called the city a "filthy and crime ridden embarrassment to our nation," which is funny from someone accused of committing crimes there. Lately he has been complaining about his own hometown, following his felony conviction in New York City in May.

Some Trump allies have denied the reports that he disparaged Milwaukee. Glenn Grothman and Scott Fitzgerald, both Republican congressmen from Wisconsin, told the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel that Trump's comment reflected his concerns about election integrity in 2020. Their colleague Derrick van Orden, meanwhile, posted on X that Trump was specifically talking about "the CRIME RATE in Milwaukee." And yet another Wisconsin Republican, Bryan Steil, suggested that there was no comment at all. "I was in the room," he posted. "President Trump did not say this."

These guys might have benefited from taking a minute to get their story straight, especially given what we already know about Trump. Pick a major city, and there's a good chance you can find him denigrating it. "We can't let Los Angeles, San Francisco and numerous other cities destroy themselves by allowing what's happening," he said in 2019. The following year he added: "Look what's happened to San Francisco, so sad what's happened when you see a slum. It's worse than a slum, there's no slum like that. What they've done to San Francisco is a crying shame." (That hasn't stopped him from co-owning a property in town or raising a pile of campaign cash there last week.) Baltimore: a "disgusting, rat and rodent infested mess." Atlanta: "in horrible shape and falling apart (and not to mention crime infested)." Philadelphia: "Bad things happen in Philadelphia. Bad things."

Read: Red state, blue city

You don't have to look too hard to see a couple of common threads here: These cities are all overwhelmingly Democratic, and most of them are heavily Black. Washington gave Trump just 5.4 percent of its vote in 2020, though that was up from 4 percent in 2016. Huge numbers of Democratic votes in Milwaukee, Philadelphia, and Atlanta, big Black population centers, helped Biden win Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and Georgia in 2020. (Trump continues to insist this was only because of fraud, as Fitzgerald and Grothman suggested, but no evidence exists for fraud that would have affected the result.)

That's part of Trump's game here. Insulting a town like Milwaukee won't help him inside the city limits, but he wasn't going to win many votes there anyway. Blue cities are often in tension with more conservative areas of their home states. By attacking these urban centers as hellholes, he might gin up anger among white suburban, exurban, and rural voters outside of them, and use that to make up his margin. It's a microcosm of his broader political strategy, which is less to win over swing voters than to run up margins with his base.

But the president is, at least in theory, a president for all Americans, not just the ones who elected him. These attacks on the urban areas where most people in the United States live are a warning about how he would govern in his second term. (In short: much like the first, only more so.) Elsewhere, Trump has been pretty scathing about the nation as a whole, as Ed Kilgore pointed out last year.

"We are a failing nation," Trump said last year. "We are a nation that lost its confidence, willpower, and strength. We are a nation that has lost its way." One starts to wonder why he wants to lead it--and whether he even likes it much in the first place.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/06/donald-trump-milwaukee/678681/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Most Consequential TV Show in History

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

by McKay Coppins




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

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

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

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

McKay Coppins: Why Republican politicians do whatever Trump says

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"The show would be a big part of history," Eric Trump tells Setoodeh. "It's going to be a big part of his legacy. I hope it will remain a big part of his legacy."
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The winners of the 15th annual Audubon Photography Awards were just announced. Photographers competed for nine prizes, submitting more than 2,300 entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories. The National Audubon Society was onc...
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As the first day of summer approaches, record-setting high temperatures have already been observed in several places across the Northern Hemisphere, and the American Northeast is bracing for a dangerous heat wave. People in Europe, Asia, and North America have taken to nearby beaches, l...

      

      
        The Koala Paradox
        Katherine J. Wu

        Photographs by James BuggTen-month-old Emerson fixed his big brown eyes on me and yawned. Still groggy from a nap, the koala rubbed his face, then stuck out an expectant paw. The nurse escorting me through his enclosure smiled. "He's looking for his milk," she said.Four months earlier, when Emerson was admitted to Northern Rivers Koala Hospital, in New South Wales, Australia, he was so small that volunteers had to feed him with a syringe, dribbling formula into his mouth, his furry body swaddled ...

      

      
        Between a Rock and a Hard Place in the South China Sea
        Timothy McLaughlin

        On Thitu, a tiny dot of coral reef and palm trees in the South China Sea about 300 miles off the coast of the Philippines, the inaugural Mrs. Kalayaan Pageant was the event of the night, the week, and quite possibly the month. When I was there in May, the entire island's population, some 250 people, seemed to have gathered around a nautical-themed stage to see who would win the sash and crown. You might think that a local beauty contest would not involve geopolitics. You would be wrong."Given the...

      

      
        The Eerie Silence Over Brexit
        Helen Lewis

        Bernie the spectacled bear is one of the star attractions at Chester Zoo in the north of England. He is also one of Brexit's forgotten losers.Since Britain left the European Union, zoos have struggled to take part in breeding swaps designed to help vulnerable and endangered species, and Bernie has been waiting for two years for the correct paperwork allowing him to move to Germany and romance a female bear. "Prior to Brexit, this would have been in place in 6-8 weeks," the zoo's spokesperson told...

      

      
        The Humbling of Narendra Modi
        Vaibhav Vats

        Prime Minister Narendra Modi seemed subdued when India's election results were declared on June 4. His Bharatiya Janata Party still had the most seats in Parliament; however, with 63 fewer than in the previous election, it had failed to secure a majority, meaning it will have to work with others in order to govern. This was not the triumphant spectacle that Modi and many of his Hindu-nationalist supporters had anticipated; rarely had a victory felt more like defeat.In January, Modi launched his c...

      

      
        For Hamas, Everything Is Going According to Plan
        Hussein Ibish

        The leaders of both Israel and Hamas seem content for the war in Gaza to grind on into the indefinite future. Such is the upshot of their ambiguous, but essentially negative, responses to President Joe Biden's peace proposal, which is now fully backed by the United Nations Security Council. And the reasons are obvious.Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu seems to have concluded that the best way to stay out of prison on corruption charges is to stay in office, and the best way to do that is ...
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Blackout conditions in parts of Ukraine, whale watching on the Australian coast, a track-and-field competition in Italy, worshippers around the Kaaba in Saudi Arabia, flooding in parts of southern Florida, fencers in training in Kenya, anti-government protests in Argentina, and much more
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Half a century ago, President Richard Nixon resigned from office, streaking took off as a fad, and the stuntman Evel Knievel attempted to jump across a canyon in a rocket motorcycle. Also in 1974, the boxers Muhammad Ali and George Foreman fought in Zaire in a match dubbed the "Rumble in the ...
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            The winners of the 15th annual Audubon Photography Awards were just announced. Photographers competed for nine prizes, submitting more than 2,300 entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories. The National Audubon Society was once again kind enough to share some of the winning photographs with us.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two small grebe chicks ride on the back of an adult, as another adult feeds one of the chicks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-necked Grebe. Youth Honorable Mention. Two red-necked grebe chicks ride on the back of an adult, as another adult feeds one of the chicks at Colonel Samuel Smith Park in Etobicoke, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: A small black-capped bird twists its head around while flying, shaking off droplets of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Forster's Tern. Professional Honorable Mention. A Forster's tern twists its head around while in flight, shaking off droplets of water. Photographed at Shoreline Lake in Mountain View, California.
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                [image: A quail perches on top of a small bush in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                California Quail. Birds in Landscapes Prize Winner.  A California quail perches on top of a small bush in a field in Santa Cruz, California.
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                [image: A bird dives below the surface of water, kicking up its legs and splashing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Common Gallinule. Fisher Prize Winner. A common gallinule's feet stick out of the surface of water as it dives. Photographed in Tarpon Springs, Florida.
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                [image: Two small birds appear to fight while on the ground, flapping.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blackburnian Warbler. Grand Prize Winner. A pair of Blackburnian warblers scuffle. Photographed in Pennsylvania's Promised Land State Park.
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                [image: A group of seven white ptarmigans, photographed in flight against a completely white background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Willow Ptarmigan. Professional Winner. A group of seven willow ptarmigans, photographed in flight against a completely white background, in Kluane National Park, Yukon, Canada.
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                [image: A wild turkey stands on a set of railroad tracks, wings outstretched.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wild Turkey. Female Bird Prize Winner. A female wild turkey stands on railroad tracks in Roseville, Minnesota.
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                [image: Many grackles fly past and perch on power lines above a road intersection.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great-tailed Grackle. Amateur Winner. Silhouetted grackles fly past and perch on power lines at the corner of Slaughter Lane and Congress Avenue in Austin, Texas.
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                [image: An owl hangs upside down while feeding on a squirrel among bare tree branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Barred Owl. Amateur Honorable Mention. A barred owl hangs upside down while feeding on a squirrel in Deep Brook Preserve in Newtown, Connecticut.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Erin Boisvert / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: One kestrel sits on top of another, perched on a post.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Kestrel. Youth Winner. A pair of American kestrels, photographed in Calero County Park in San Jose, California.
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                [image: A flock of avocets stand in silhouette along a shoreline at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Avocet. Video Honorable Mention. A flock of American avocets stand in silhouette along the shoreline at the Bolivar Flats Audubon Shorebird Sanctuary in Port Bolivar, Texas.
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                [image: A small wren perches between two long vertical stems, its legs splayed out to grasp each one sideways.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sedge Wren and Gray-head Coneflower. Plants for Birds Honorable Mention. A tiny sedge wren perches between two long stems at John E. Pearce Provincial Park in Wallacetown, Ontario, Canada.
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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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            As the first day of summer approaches, record-setting high temperatures have already been observed in several places across the Northern Hemisphere, and the American Northeast is bracing for a dangerous heat wave. People in Europe, Asia, and North America have taken to nearby beaches, lakes, and water parks to find relief. Collected below are recent images of people and animals doing what they can to beat the heat.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person is seen mid-dive, falling toward a large body of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man jumps into the sea to cool himself off during hot weather in Istanbul on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: People are splashed at a water park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People are splashed at a water park at the GIP Mall on a hot day, as the temperatures rise around Delhi, on June 11, 2024, in Noida, India.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sunil Ghosh / Hindustan Times / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A half-dozen children splash in an above-ground swimming pool set up in a small courtyard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people cool off in a swimming pool during high temperatures in the Al Dewika district of Cairo on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A person raises their arms, enjoying the coolness of water being sprayed from a mister.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A baseball fan cools off in a mister before a game between the Kansas City Royals and the New York Yankees in Kansas City, Missouri, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Three people in waist-deep water wear bathing suits and head coverings that cover their face as well.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three people wear "facekinis" as they cool off in the water at the No. 1 Bathing Beach in Qingdao, in China's Shandong province, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A family walks in shallow water at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A family walks in the water at sunset along the Great Salt Lake, near Salt Lake City, on June 13, 2024.
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                [image: A man sleeps, mostly submerged in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man sleeps in the river Ganges on a hot summer day in Varanasi, India, on June 18, 2024.
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                [image: People in many small boats fish along a broad and shallow waterfall on a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People fish and relax on the Nile River on the outskirts of Cairo, on June 7, 2024.
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                [image: People skate on an indoor ice rink. One pushes a small penguin statue across the ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iraqis skate at the Zayouna Mall ice skating rink in Baghdad on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: More than a dozen colorful rafts carry tourists down a mild set of rapids in a steep river valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists raft down a narrow stretch of Jiuwan stream at a scenic spot in Yichang, Hubei province, China, on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: Two women in swimsuits carry inflated swim rings along a lake shore.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two women walk into Lake Mead in Boulder City, Nevada, on June 8, 2024, as a heat wave continued to hit the area.
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                [image: A boy cools off in a fountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy cools off in a fountain outside Wrigley Field before a baseball game between the Chicago Cubs and the St. Louis Cardinals as hot weather descended on the Chicago area on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a beach and shoreline, with many people on the beach with umbrellas set up.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Ilica Beach, crowded with beachgoers, in Izmir, Turkey, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A fisherman sits in a float tube in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fisherman finds relief from the heat in a lake in Hart Memorial Park, near Bakersfield, California, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: A person cools off in front of a mister.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fan cools off in mist before the Congressional Baseball Game at Nationals Park in Washington, D.C., on June 12, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Tom Williams / CQ-Roll Call / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several surfers catch a small wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers catch a wave in Navarre Beach, Florida, on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: People, many carrying umbrellas, walk beneath water misting stations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Misters cool off pilgrims at the base of Saudi Arabia's Mount Arafat--also known as Jabal al-Rahmah, or "Mount of Mercy"--during the Hajj pilgrimage on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: Children play in a fountain, where water sprays from a hole in a wall with a large video display of a face, making it look like a giant is squirting the water out of its mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People cool off at Crown Fountain in Millennium Park as temperatures reached a record high of 97 degrees Fahrenheit on June 17, 2024, in Chicago.
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                [image: A mother and daughter sit on a beach in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Natasha Bertram cools off with her daughter at the beach in Humboldt Park in Chicago on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A race horse is sprayed with cold water from a hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A racehorse is sprayed with cold water on a very hot day in Duzce, Turkey, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: Two people float on a paddle board on a lake, seen at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple floats on Shawnee Mission Lake at the end of a warm day in Shawnee, Kansas, on June 17, 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-keeping-cool-summer-heat/678720/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Koala Paradox

Can Australia find a way to protect its most beloved animal?

by Katherine J. Wu


Emerson is one of roughly 350 koalas admitted annually to Northern Rivers Koala Hospital, in New South Wales, Australia.



Ten-month-old Emerson fixed his big brown eyes on me and yawned. Still groggy from a nap, the koala rubbed his face, then stuck out an expectant paw. The nurse escorting me through his enclosure smiled. "He's looking for his milk," she said.

Four months earlier, when Emerson was admitted to Northern Rivers Koala Hospital, in New South Wales, Australia, he was so small that volunteers had to feed him with a syringe, dribbling formula into his mouth, his furry body swaddled in a towel. Now healthy and about five pounds, he was one of the most effortlessly anthropomorphized animals I had ever come across. With his big nose and round-bodied floofiness, his shuffling movements, his droopy eyelids and eagerness to cuddle, he seemed like nature's ultimate cross between a teddy bear, a bumbling grandpa, and a sleepy toddler.

"The first thing I tell my volunteers when they come here to start is: 'You will not be cuddling these koalas,' " Jen Ridolfi, the volunteer coordinator for Friends of the Koala, the nonprofit that runs Northern Rivers, told me. But sometimes even the most stoic get attached. Many koalas spend months here; volunteers call them "dear," "sweetie," and "love." I watched one volunteer lean down to coo at a male named Gigachad. "I just want to kiss his nose," she said, before quickly assuring me that she wouldn't. Even FOK's veterinary staff will occasionally pat the backs of koalas during routine checkups or slip a hand into the paw of an animal under anesthesia.

Ridolfi is vigilant about volunteers for a reason. Of the roughly 350 koalas admitted annually to Northern Rivers, only about a third survive. Chief among the threats they face is chlamydia--yes, that chlamydia--a bacterial infection that in koalas, as in humans, spreads primarily via sex, and can cause blindness, infertility, and other severe, sometimes fatal complications. Car collisions and dog attacks are not far behind. Koalas are also vulnerable to cancers, fungal infections, herpes, parasites, kidney problems, mange, and a retrovirus that might leave them immunocompromised.

These acute perils are compounded by more chronic ones: habitat destruction; genetic fragility; and climate change, which fuels heat waves, droughts, and wildfires that scorch the trees that koalas live in and eat from. "The biology of the species has been hammered by humans," Edward Narayan, a biologist at the University of Queensland, told me. Some koala populations have, in recent decades, fallen by 80 percent. In 2022, Australia's federal government declared the animals endangered in Queensland, New South Wales, and the Australian Capital Territory, essentially the eastern third of the country.





Top and bottom: A koala is treated for a chlamydia infection at the hospital. (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



Koalas are far from Australia's most endangered animal--they're not even its most endangered marsupial. (Pity the Gilbert's potoroo, a rat-kangaroo the size of a guinea pig, and the very rare and very whiskered northern hairy-nosed wombat.) But if there's any creature that people are motivated to save, it's the koala. Since 2019, the Australian government has dedicated the equivalent of about 50 million U.S. dollars to conserving the species, far more than it has allocated to animals in greater peril. Koalas are a national icon and, like many other charismatic megafauna, a boon for tourism. Plus people just seem to connect with them in a way they do with few other animals.

But the places where koalas prefer to live--lush, coastal regions--are also the places that human beings find most hospitable. Which means that even an animal this beloved may test the limits of what people are willing to sacrifice to save another species.

Maria Matthes can spot koalas in trees even while driving 50 miles an hour down roads riddled with potholes. "Did you see them?" she asked me. "There were at least five koalas, just down that stretch." (I had seen zero.) Matthes, an ecologist who works with Friends of the Koala, grew up naming the koalas that loafed around in her backyard. Now she spends her time surveying wild koalas. When she spots a sick one, she sets out to trap it.

The day we met, Matthes was attempting, for the third time, to snare Dumpling, a koala that had been lurking for weeks on the property of her friends Jo Walton and Peter Boucher. Dumpling was clearly not well. She looked frail. The fur on her rump was wet and stained reddish brown--an indication that she suffered from an inflammatory condition called cystitis. Matthes had seen these signs before: Dumpling had chlamydia, and she'd had it for a while. In all likelihood, Matthes said, the bacterial pathogen had spread to her reproductive tract, lining it with cysts that can be as big as oranges. At this stage of the disease, Dumpling was likely dehydrated and in serious pain, struggling to move or even eat.

Sexually transmitted infections have never been just a human problem: Dolphins have genital herpes; pigs exchange brucellosis; rabbits, notoriously promiscuous, get syphilis. For the most part, STIs are not hastening the decline of entire species. But for koalas, chlamydia is a scourge. They lack immunity to the pathogen, which some researchers suspect was introduced to koalas by imported livestock in the 18th century. Retroviral infections, too, may be speeding the spread of the deadly disease.

At FOK, the majority of koalas admitted with chlamydia must be euthanized shortly after they arrive. Among those that receive treatment, fewer than half survive: The drugs that kill the pathogen can also destroy koalas' fragile gut microbes.

The threat of chlamydia is also growing as the disease seeps into just about every corner of the species' northern range. In 2008, scientists tracking one population around the town of Gunnedah, New South Wales, which calls itself the "koala capital of the world," found chlamydia in less than 10 percent of the koalas they tested. Now the disease is thought to be present in nearly every koala there; within just a few years, researchers expect Gunnedah's population to entirely disappear.

Peter Timms, a microbiologist at the University of the Sunshine Coast, and his colleagues have been developing a chlamydia vaccine that's now being administered to small numbers of koalas in Queensland and New South Wales on a trial basis. It can't prevent infection, but it does seem to curb the disease's severity. Vaccinating a fifth of one koala population, Timms said, appears to have improved survival by at least 60 percent.

Read: We vaccinate animals more than ourselves

The vaccine is still in limited supply, though. Northern Rivers Koala Hospital receives just 100 doses a year; when I visited in March, the facility had only 10 left for the next four months. Jodie Wakeman, a veterinarian at FOK, saves the shots for young, healthy animals, which likely have many reproductive years ahead. I watched Wakeman administer doses 91 and 92 to two male joeys--Droplet, who was recovering after falling from a tree, and Kelso, who came in with a mild-enough case of chlamydia that it left no lingering damage, and was now disease-free. In late April, Emerson received one too.

But vaccines can't help animals that have already been infected for months or years--which ended up being the case for Dumpling, who finally crawled down into her trap about a day and a half after Matthes set it. An exam at Northern Rivers confirmed what Matthes had guessed: a bladder burning with cystitis, and a reproductive tract so full of cysts that it was no longer functional. A veterinarian euthanized Dumpling and later handed the body back over to Matthes, at her request.

Dumpling's death shook Jo Walton, who had named the koala and taken dozens of photos of her. Matthes, Boucher, and Walton buried Dumpling, arms crossed over her little chest, in Boucher and Walton's garden, murmuring their regrets about not finding her earlier.

On her own property, Matthes estimates that she has buried about 30 koalas over the past two decades, a practice she started after finding one too many dead koalas on the roads near her home. Sending them to the landfill "doesn't feel right," she said, "especially when they are a koala I know." She is particularly tender with the ones that were killed by dogs or cars. "I am sorry humans are so careless," she tells them, before lowering their bodies into the dirt.


Maria Matthes, an ecologist who works with Friends of the Koala, estimates that she has buried about 30 koalas on her own property in two decades. (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



Millions of koalas are thought to have lived in Australia before Europeans colonized the continent in earnest. Starting in the 19th century, though, eager to meet demand for koala pelts from clothing makers abroad, settlers hunted so many of the marsupials that they were eventually driven to near extinction, particularly in the south. By the 1930s, the koala-fur trade had been halted, but already, koalas were running up against another human desire: land. Today the country's koalas number only in the hundreds of thousands, by most estimates; some argue that the real count is even lower. And as Australia's human population continues to grow, protecting the animals exclusively by setting aside new, people-free habitats for them becomes more difficult. "It's naive to think that that's ever going to happen," Deborah Tabart, the chair of the Australian Koala Foundation, told me.

About 30 years ago, Tabart and her colleagues were mapping prime koala habitat, and they could see how little was left. Particularly in the northern part of the species' range, the animals were being squeezed between new highways and housing developments to the east and agricultural fields to the west. But one choice area in New South Wales overlapped with a nearly 900-acre tract of land owned by a developer Tabart knew, and she successfully talked him into creating the country's first koala-friendly subdivision, called Koala Beach. Homes would be built only on land that had already been cleared--about a quarter of the area, room for 500 houses--and residents would have to abide by a variety of rules meant to foster coexistence with koalas and some two dozen other rare or endangered species. The plan, Tabart said, was to "squeeze the humans in, and let the animals have the bush." She hoped it could be a model that other developers would follow.

People have made their priorities clear: They do love koalas. They also love cars and dogs.

Before I visited Koala Beach, I imagined an overgrown, semitropical utopia that would illustrate the extreme measures required for us to live alongside these fragile marsupials. When I arrived, though, I was struck by how much the neighborhood looked like a typical suburb. The speed limits were lower here, yes, and block letters painted prominently on Koala Beach's roads warned NO CATS no DOGS, but there were still plenty of cars. The koala-friendly measures were subtle: On the sidewalk outside many of the houses, I saw a species of gum tree that koalas are known to eat, and several streets terminated in a miles-long tangle of uninterrupted forest. (Each household in Koala Beach is required to pay the equivalent of about 140 U.S. dollars a year to help maintain the wild land.) I spotted several koala-themed mailboxes, but never, to my disappointment, any actual koalas. They were around, though: Irene Timmins, who moved to Koala Beach nine years ago, told me that residents reported sightings "quite frequently now," at least by endangered-animal standards. "Maybe once every couple of weeks."


A mailbox in the Koala Beach housing estate, in New South Wales (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



In the 1990s, when just a few dozen nature-loving residents lived in the development, Koala Beachers were generally happy to forgo cats and dogs as pets, and to build fences with at least a foot of clearance off the ground, so a koala could pass through. Now essentially all of the 500 homes in the estate are occupied--some by buyers who were more attracted to the new houses and coastal location than to Koala Beach's commitment to biodiversity. It's become common, Timmins said, to see cars speeding down the streets, and about half the fences have been built or retrofitted to sit flush against the ground. At least a few people have snuck pet dogs into the estate, Timmins said, one of which she thinks may be owned by some of her neighbors. They deny it, she said. "But I've got the picture."

Read: Australia will lose to climate change

Koala Beach never took off as a model for sustainable development; according to Tabart, it is still Australia's only designated koala-friendly subdivision. How much it has actually helped its namesake animal is also unclear. No one I spoke with was able to tell me, for instance, how many koalas live there--let alone whether their numbers have increased since the koala-friendly regulations went into effect. "I have lost faith in Koala Beach," Tabart said. The development itself will probably still be around in another 30 years. "Whether the koalas are there," she said, "I don't think so."

Government conservation plans have set aside swaths of protected koala habitat, but many of the experts I spoke with said that the land isn't nearly enough. Koala Beach was meant to be the compromise--a tacit acknowledgment that humans wouldn't cede all of the untouched forest necessary for koalas to live apart from us. But humans made their priorities clear: People do love koalas. They also love cars and dogs.


A koala can grind through more than a pound of leaves a day; in Cape Otway, trees have been stripped bare and died as a result of the marsupials' appetites. (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



In other parts of Australia, koalas face a threat that's almost unimaginable in Koala Beach: overpopulation. French Island, about a 15-minute ferry ride from Stony Point, in the southern Australian state of Victoria, is home to about 140 humans and, by residents' best estimates, at least 35 times as many koalas. Veronica Shannon, who has lived on French for the past three years, sees dozens most weeks, several of them in the grove of trees a few hundred feet from her front door. In late February, she sent me a photo of a hulking male perched on her deck that a few days earlier had startled her awake when he rapped his claws on her bedroom window.

French is one of the country's most koala-rich tracts. The animals were introduced to the island in the 1890s by locals, in an attempt to halt population declines during the still-rampant fur trade. Safe from foxes and other mainland predators, the island's koalas became so numerous that conservationists eventually began using them to repopulate other areas in the country's south. Down there, koalas haven't had to contend with the same sweep of urbanization that has reshaped the continent's east coast; they seem to be less troubled by both chlamydia and retrovirus. Overall, the region's koala population is large and stable enough that, were koala declines to be averaged across the entire country, any official listings for endangerment would probably disappear.

Some locals on French, including Shannon, delight in the koalas that traipse across their property and slosh through the surf near the ferry dock. Southern koalas look different from northern ones: They're browner, fluffier, and weigh about twice as much. And unlike the wary animals to the north, French's koalas don't seem to mind humans. A co-owner of the island's Eco Inn, Phil Bock, showed me an adult male koala that was dozing at eye level in a stumpy tree, barely fidgeting even when Bock cooed at him from inches away.

Southern koalas have been cast as inferior, less attractive versions of their counterparts to the north.

Other residents, though, see the koalas as a nuisance. During the animals' mating season, in the spring and summer, many evenings ring with males' piglike grunts and growls, followed by females' wailing shrieks. And it's nearly impossible to sate the appetites of thousands of animals that can each grind through more than a pound of eucalyptus leaves a day. Noel Thompson, a local farmer whose family has been on French Island for 130 years, drove me to a small grove of trees he had planted on his ranch and counted off the half a dozen or so that, thanks to the "bears," no longer had leaves, and never would again: "Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead, dead." Thompson's cousin Lois Airs told me she had dedicated years to planting and caring for French's trees, many of which koalas then stripped bare. She likes koalas, she said, but French long ago surpassed its threshold for too many.

That sentiment is also common in Cape Otway, Victoria, a forested triangle of coastline where a small cohort of French Island koalas was reintroduced in the 1980s--and quickly boomed, gnawing its way through the region's manna gum trees. The streets here were once shaded by a magnificent canopy, thick enough that it was difficult to see through. Now entire stretches of road are lined with dead trees, their trunks twisted and dry, their bark a ghostly white. Where birds and frogs and rodents once chirped and croaked and chittered, the forest is silent, save for the sounds of passing cars. Visitors regularly ask what fire or disease killed the trees.


Some people in southern Australia see the local koalas as a nuisance. (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



Researchers can't say for certain why the koalas so stubbornly stuck to Cape Otway's trees. But by 2013, scientists were documenting parts of the area with koala densities 20 times higher than what's been observed in healthy populations elsewhere; people began to snap photos of a dozen koalas crammed into a single tree. Maybe the animals preferred the local leaves, or couldn't stomach other ones; maybe they had no options for a better habitat. They might have even inherited some behavioral quirk from generations of inbreeding. Whatever the reasons, even as the branches grew barren, the koalas refused to vacate.

Read: When conservationists kill lots (and lots) of animals

Desley Whisson, who studies koala overabundance at Deakin University, in Victoria, recalls that emaciated koalas ended up crawling around at the base of trees, gnawing on bark and chewing on grass just to try to fill their bellies. Eventually, the state dispatched a team of veterinarians to euthanize dying koalas--some 1,400, according to the official tally. Other animals simply starved. Frank Fotinas, who co-owns a local campground called Bimbi Park, told me that the whole region "stunk of death for months and months."

To control overly abundant populations, officials have moved koalas to new homes, given them contraceptive implants, and, as needed, euthanized sick animals. But both in Cape Otway and on French Island, locals think current efforts are failing to keep the numbers in check. Airs would add a more efficient option--a regular cull. "Thank you," Thompson said. "Absolutely."

Still, Airs and Thompson are acutely aware that any mention of culling koalas tends to spark backlash. Government officials cull wallabies and kangaroos as a matter of course. But koalas are still treated as more sacred, and killing a healthy one hasn't been legal in Australia for nearly a century.

In an optimistic future, southern koalas could repopulate the species' northern range, just as French Island koalas helped repopulate the south--a possibility that some researchers are already planning for. But shifting koalas around isn't as simple as it sounds. Even translocating koalas within a forest can be harmful to an animal, because their gut bacteria are so sensitive to dietary changes; cross-country migrations may simply not be possible. And scientists remain unsure why Australia's northern and southern koalas are so different. If genetics is part of the reason southern koalas have fewer problems with chlamydia, for instance, then those animals might be able to help their northern relatives. But the disparities could also be explained by quirks of the environment, different strains of the bacterium or the immunocompromising retrovirus, or chance. Mingling north and south might speed chlamydia's spread, or even import southern diseases north, accelerating the timeline on which the entire species vanishes.


A wild koala in the Northern Rivers region (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



The idea of southern koalas repopulating the continent assumes, too, that those koala populations are healthy and stable. But "the story that koalas are 'not endangered' down south ... is absolute rubbish," Flavia Santamaria, a koala researcher at Central Queensland University, told me. The entire region has only a handful of truly ultradense populations. Most other koala communities in southern Australia remain in decline.

Read: The bleak future of Australian wildlife

Across the country, climate change is only further challenging koala survival. Pilliga, a vast stretch of forest in New South Wales, was once a haven for thousands of koalas, enough that researchers considered it a kind of emergency reservoir. Now, thanks to a rash of fires and droughts, the koalas appear to be all but gone, probably for good. Farther south and west, extreme temperature spikes are taking their toll: During a brutal heat wave in March, I visited the Adelaide Koala & Wildlife Centre on a day when most of the koalas brought in were admitted with suspected heat stress. Locals have found the animals discombobulated and languishing at the base of trees, sometimes so desperate for water that they'll crawl into backyards to sip whatever liquid they can from pools and dog bowls.

As northern populations continue their rapid decline, the south will account for even more of the world's remaining koalas. But some people seem to think less of southern koalas: They've often been cast as inferior, less attractive versions of their counterparts to the north. Several experts have also dismissed the koala population in the south as being too inbred to serve as an insurance policy for the entire continent. Some southern koalas, for instance, have wonky jaws or testicular abnormalities. Perhaps attitudes will shift as the years wear on; southern koalas, after all, could someday be the last ones the world has left.

There will never be a single correct way to save koalas--not when the species' problems are so diverse and humans cannot agree on what the animals most need, or even whether they are in need. Some people in the south treat koalas not as a species under threat of eventual extinction but as easily expendable "tree lice" or "tree pigs." Earlier this year, a farmer in southwest Victoria was fined after he hired contractors to bulldoze his blue-gum plantation, injuring and killing dozens of koalas; recently, loggers allegedly cleared land on South Australia's Kangaroo Island with koalas still in the trees. "I've seen people hit them with cars and not stop to check if they're okay," Kita Ashman, an ecologist at World Wide Fund for Nature in Australia, told me.

Emotions can cloud decisions in the other direction, too. Jen Ridolfi, the volunteer coordinator, and Jodie Wakeman, the veterinarian, said that at FOK, some rescuers still break down in tears every time they bring a sick or injured koala in. On occasion, people will even get combative with Wakeman, insisting that they know what's best for "my baby." I asked Wakeman if her job sometimes feels like that of a pediatrician, managing the emotions of parents. She laughed sadly. "Yes," she said. "Sometimes it does."

While in Adelaide, I watched the Koala & Wildlife Centre's veterinary staff examine one very sick koala, a 12-year-old female named Amethyst, while she was under anesthesia. An abdominal scan revealed crystals in her kidneys--a telltale sign of severe renal disease; the vet treating her also suspected that she had chlamydia in her urogenital tract. After a few moments of silence, a member of the staff shuffled me toward the koala enclosures, where the next patients were being kept. Perhaps the team didn't want me to watch them decide to euthanize Amethyst, or see the black body bag into which they'd load her corpse. But I learned of her fate soon enough: In the koala dormitory, I saw a volunteer slip in, walk to the whiteboard on the front of Amethyst's cage, and erase her name.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "Too Cute to Fail."
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Between a Rock and a Hard Place in the South China Sea

A remote outpost of the Philippines in the South China Sea is on the front line of potential geopolitical conflict.

by Timothy McLaughlin




On Thitu, a tiny dot of coral reef and palm trees in the South China Sea about 300 miles off the coast of the Philippines, the inaugural Mrs. Kalayaan Pageant was the event of the night, the week, and quite possibly the month. When I was there in May, the entire island's population, some 250 people, seemed to have gathered around a nautical-themed stage to see who would win the sash and crown. You might think that a local beauty contest would not involve geopolitics. You would be wrong.

"Given the current situation, if your child wanted to join the navy or coast guard, would you let them?" one of the judges asked a contestant who was dressed in a floor-length red gown and a tiara. "They give a lot to this community," she responded, "so if that is what they want, they should do it." The crowd applauded and cheered with approval.

The oblique reference to the "current situation" was lost on no one. As the pageant proceeded, more than a dozen Chinese-militia vessels loitered offshore; closest at hand, a sleek Chinese-coast-guard ship patrolled back and forth.

Thitu, the only land mass with a civilian population in the collection of sandbars, reefs, and islets known as the Spratly Islands, is on the front line of potential conflict. Vietnam, Taiwan, and China also all claim the 105-acre Thitu, but the Philippines' sovereignty is reinforced by the Filipino settlers who live in a ramshackle village between an airstrip and a ribbon of beach, their livelihoods subsidized by government handouts and by Manila's grant of easy government jobs. The pageant was part of a week-long festival meant to bring a touch of normalcy and entertainment to the island. Yet even aspiring beauty queens have to reckon with the looming menace.

Tensions in the South China Sea, one of the most contested and militarized waterways in the world, are long-running but have heightened considerably over the past year, as Beijing pursues a policy of expansionism. The Philippines--an archipelago of thousands of islands--is frequently a target of this belligerence. Chinese ships have rammed or blockaded Philippine vessels; in March, three Filipino-navy personnel were injured by a water cannon fired from a Chinese-coast-guard vessel.

Speaking at an international defense forum in Singapore last month, Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. stated that any fatality could be tantamount to "an act of war." Two days later, the Chinese defense minister warned that there is "a limit to our restraint."

The U.S. has a mutual-defense pact with the Philippines, a former colony. As President Joe Biden builds an allied coalition that he hopes can counter China's influence in the Pacific and deter a war over Taiwan, Marcos has increased American access to bases across the country and expanded military exercises with U.S. troops. For the first time, the U.S. temporarily moved an advanced long-range missile launcher to the Philippines during one such exercise this spring. So much anxiety for the West and its allies about Beijing's bellicosity and Chinese President Xi Jinping's ambitions focuses on Taiwan--for good reason. Yet Washington has to stay vigilant, too, about what's happening around Thitu. Any outbreak of hostilities there would have consequences far beyond the South China Sea.

Read: The world's most important body of water

Reporting on the South China Sea has significant logistical complexities, not least because its contested nature imposes travel restrictions, typically leading to a reliance from afar on official government statements. Access to a hot spot like Thitu had eluded me until I learned last year about an unconventional package tour to the island.

In early May, I gathered with other tourists on a pier in southern Palawan, some 250 miles east of Thitu, to listen to a pre-trip briefing. Ken Hupanda worked for the municipality of Kalayaan, which encompasses the Philippine-claimed areas of the Spratlys, including Thitu. He began running trips to these islands last year. The aim was twofold: to diversify the almost nonexistent economy and to bolster the Philippines' presence in the area.

Hupanda warned that we would likely encounter a Chinese escort ship. He cautioned against making any provocative gestures toward it or posting content about it on social media that Chinese authorities could deem offensive.

The boat trip would, depending on the weather, take about 32 hours. The Lady Hadzraima II was a 57-foot wooden kumpit, a type of cargo vessel with a crescent-shaped hull that is typical in the Philippines. The ship had been retrofitted for tourists in a rudimentary way.

My travel companions were all Filipino, among them a few lawyers, a retired grandmother, and a priest. For many, their sense of adventure was imbued with a streak of nationalism; the voyage, one told me, was one of the most important trips he could make as a Filipino. Another said that he wanted to visit Thitu as soon as possible. If he were to wait any longer, he joked, he might need a Chinese visa.

Beijing claims almost the entire South China Sea by means of an imaginary demarcation known as the "nine-dash line." But the sea also contains some of the world's busiest shipping lanes and fishing grounds, which many countries rely on. China's boundary claim was struck down by the Permanent Court of Arbitration at The Hague in 2016, though Beijing does not recognize the ruling.

For many hours after we embarked, the boat was accompanied only by schools of silvery flying fish skimming alongside the bow, but early the next morning, I awoke to see a gleaming white Chinese-coast-guard ship sailing a few hundred yards off our port side. China has the largest coast guard in the world, employing it as a maritime enforcer--and it is resented as such by many Filipinos, who have borne the brunt of its militarized, aggressive patrolling of the waters that China claims.

In the decade since it was formed, the Chinese coast guard has upended the traditional role of such naval branches, which has generally been limited to law enforcement and maritime safety. "You see China Coast Guard conduct themselves in ways that are inconsistent with that rule of law," Admiral Linda Fagan, the commandant of the U.S. Coast Guard, said to reporters last month. "It is troubling to see." The Chinese force said that this month, it will begin detaining foreigners accused of trespassing in the areas of the South China Sea that Beijing claims, a move that will further escalate tensions.




My travel companions expressed understandable nervousness about the Zhaojun-class cutter, which not only dwarfed our craft but also carried a 76-millimeter naval gun on its deck. A week earlier, a similar Chinese ship had used a water cannon to blast another Philippine boat not far from where we were sailing. I learned later that during the night, our boat's captain had received a warning call from the Chinese navy saying that we risked entering Chinese waters and needed to change course.

One of the tourists, who borrowed my binoculars to peer at the Chinese vessel, wondered aloud if the Chinese had sophisticated cameras on board that might be able to record images and identify us. This type of anxiety became a recurring theme: a begrudging awe of Beijing's capabilities and technology, coupled with frustration and shame that the Philippines lagged China both economically and militarily. People reluctantly accepted that Manila needed the increased U.S. support it has received since Marcos shifted the country's foreign policy to be more closely aligned with Washington. "I don't think we are really capable of defending ourselves," J. V. Ejercito, a Philippine senator who visited Thitu last month with military leaders, told me. Beijing, which has seethed at Manila's turn toward the U.S., nevertheless failed to browbeat the senator and his companions into canceling their trip.

China accuses the Philippines of being an American pawn set on stirring up conflict at Washington's behest. The U.S. decision to deploy the missile launcher this year had a "strong Cold War color," China's defense ministry said, and brought "huge risks of war into the region."

After shadowing us for several hours, sometimes drawing close, the cutter peeled away and sailed out of sight. Xi has said that China "will unswervingly follow the path of peaceful development, and always be a builder of world peace." Yet here was the Chinese military, threatening a little tourist boat.

Read: A U.S. ally is turning to China to 'build, build, build'

As Thitu came into view late that afternoon, so too did the Chinese flotilla that local fishermen later told me is a constant presence around the island. A majority of these ships were disguised as fishing vessels, but they actually belonged to Beijing's maritime militia, according to Gregory Poling of the Center for Strategic and International Studies, who reviewed photos of the ships. Another Chinese-coast-guard craft, slightly smaller than the one we'd encountered previously, led the armada.

After disembarking, I met Milenia Greganda and her 6-year-old daughter. Like more than three-quarters of Thitu's residents, Greganda works for the local government--in her case, as a nurse's aide. As part of the tour package, I would be staying in her home. The additional money that islanders can make in this way has helped ease some initial skepticism toward outsiders.

That people lived on Thitu at all was the work of Eugenio Bito-onon Jr., a former municipal-planning officer who began visiting the island in 1997 and came up with the settlement program that started a few years later. "From the outset," he told me, "this was a push for sovereignty."

Realyn Limbo, who runs the island's school, told me the infrastructure had improved considerably from when she arrived, in 2015. A freshwater source is one of the island's few natural blessings. But to begin with, Thitu had no mobile-phone coverage and no electricity. As for health services, the island has a dedicated nurse, but to give birth, for instance, expecting mothers must travel back to Palawan, a trip that can take up to three days by boat.

The island's only doctor is attached to the Philippine Coast Guard, which keeps a small detachment on Thitu, as does the navy--a situation that illustrates the huge asymmetry between China's resources and the Philippines'. Commodore Jay Tarriela, a spokesperson for the coast guard, told me that the South China Sea was too large and the Philippine fleet too small to permanently base a ship there. Despite a modest upgrade last year, the outpost had only a speedboat.

The threat posed by China has added a level of urgency to developing the island. A harbor was nearing completion, and workers were also constructing a terminal building at the airstrip. But the basic character of Thitu's facilities was all too apparent: Destruction to trees and buildings from a 2021 typhoon that tore across the island was still visible. The Wi-Fi connection worked in only two places.

Bito-onon, who twice served as the island's mayor, blamed the state of things on political corruption and infighting. For decades, he said, no one in the national government seemed to care about the island. The vibrant reef dotted with giant clams that he had once hoped would make the island an ecotourism destination has been decimated by Chinese, Vietnamese, and Philippine fishing operations. "Are we militarizing? Are we civilianizing?" he asked Manila, but never got an answer.

Meanwhile, China has invested heavily in fortifying its positions. For 10 years, Beijing has toiled at the herculean feat of building islands in the South China Sea with material dredged from the seafloor. Once the engineers are done, the military takes over. One such project is only 14 miles from Thitu, visible on a clear day with good binoculars. According to the Center for Strategic and International Studies, Subi Reef, where land reclamation began in 2014, now amounts to a land mass of 976 acres, and possesses a sophisticated radar system and a battery of surface-to-air missile systems.

Everyone I spoke with on Thitu talked openly about the Chinese presence; most seemed to have grown uneasily accustomed to it. The islanders most affected--and most angry--were fishermen. The Chinese boats blocked access to their fishing areas, and they'd seen a marked falloff in their catch.

One morning, members of our tour went to watch a display mounted by the island's fishing boats, decorated for the occasion with streamers and flags. The Chinese-coast-guard ship, apparently alarmed by the show, suddenly motored toward the island in an abrupt act of intimidation.

On my final day on Thitu, I paid two fishermen to take me out to see the Chinese ships up close. They insisted that I wear a hat, a hoodie, and sunglasses, to make it look as if I was a workmate. They urged me to be surreptitious if I used my phone to take pictures. The fishermen's boat felt small and vulnerable as we weaved through the militia fleet. Although Beijing claims they are fishing vessels, I saw no activity on deck, and their fishing equipment was not in use. As we passed by one ship, a man emerged and began filming us.

Read: The most dangerous conflict no one is talking about

On Thitu, theories abounded about what China would do next to advance its interests. Some speculated that other island-building projects would eventually encroach further on Thitu. Most thought that Beijing's strategic goal was to secure Reed Bank, an area east of Thitu believed to have substantial oil and gas reserves. Senator Ejercito told me he believes Beijing is "testing the tolerance" of the Philippines and its allies to see "if they will really step in" to defend the country.

Last month, Beijing nearly found out. At a Spratly Islands reef known as Second Thomas Shoal, Chinese-coast-guard forces seized supplies that had been air-dropped for Philippine troops stationed there on a grounded warship. The Chinese also impeded the medical evacuation of a sick soldier. The scene near the ship was chaotic and dangerous: Inflatable boats belonging to both sides circled and buzzed one another, and Philippine marines drew their weapons, before the two forces disengaged.

A Philippine Coast Guard official called China's actions "barbaric and inhumane." Echoing Marcos's warning, he said that "the possibility of a death is very likely" if China continues acting in this manner. Because Beijing seems bent on so recklessly pursuing greater control of the South China Sea, Thitu's fishermen and pageant contestants find themselves in a cold-war zone.
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The Eerie Silence Over Brexit

How did the biggest argument in British politics simply ... vanish?

by Helen Lewis




Bernie the spectacled bear is one of the star attractions at Chester Zoo in the north of England. He is also one of Brexit's forgotten losers.

Since Britain left the European Union, zoos have struggled to take part in breeding swaps designed to help vulnerable and endangered species, and Bernie has been waiting for two years for the correct paperwork allowing him to move to Germany and romance a female bear. "Prior to Brexit, this would have been in place in 6-8 weeks," the zoo's spokesperson told me by email.

The plight of hundreds of zoo animals in the country is a reminder of how comprehensively Brexit reshaped the United Kingdom's relationship with the continent across the Channel. And yet the B-word has barely featured in the campaign to choose the next Westminster government on July 4--not in the debates between party leaders, nor in the policy measures briefed to friendly newspapers, nor in the leaflets sent out by individual candidates. The Conservative Party manifesto is a whopping 80 pages long, but uses the word Brexit only 12 times. The word does not even appear as a stand-alone section of the Labour platform, instead falling under the wider heading of "Britain reconnected."

Champions and opponents of Brexit alike have decided that now isn't the time to talk about this enormous change to Britain's place in the world. Nigel Farage, the man who led the populist campaign to leave the European Union, rebranded his UK Independence Party as the Brexit Party for the 2019 election. Now, however, his political vehicle is called simply Reform, and he would rather talk about small boats crossing the Channel or the perils of a cashless society. Even the Liberal Democrats, a pro-European party that campaigned the last time around on a pledge to rejoin the EU (and went from 12 to 11 seats as a result), now claim that this is only a "longer-term objective."

Matthew Goodwin: Britons' growing buyer's remorse for Brexit

As someone who has worked in journalism in Britain for nearly two decades, I can tell you: This is an extraordinary turnaround. During the first half of my career, the campaign to leave the European Union was an obsession of the Conservative right, to the extent that the Tory leader at the time, David Cameron, urged his party to stop "banging on about Europe." Then came the 2016 referendum, in which Brexit was hailed as a populist triumph against the elite consensus and a foreshadowing of Donald Trump's election in the U.S. that November. That was followed by three bitter, tedious years of bickering in Parliament over the terms of Britain's exit, as it became apparent that populist victories are more easily won than put into practice. By December 2019, the process had dragged on for so long that Boris Johnson won an 80-seat majority for the Conservatives by promising simply to "get Brexit done." And he did: Britain left the European Union--including its single market and customs union--in January 2020.

Mission accomplished! Success at last! A promise delivered! And yet four years later, the Tories, now led by Rishi Sunak, are getting exactly zero credit for delivering their signature policy and laying to rest their obsession of the past two decades. The Conservatives are now so far behind in the polls--and so fearful of a wipeout on the scale of that suffered by the mainstream right-wing party in Canada's 1993 election--that they have switched from trying to win the election to trying to lose less badly. This week, one Tory minister urged voters to back the Conservatives in order to avoid giving Labour a "supermajority," a term used in reference to the U.S. Congress that doesn't even mean anything in the British political system. Despite having delivered Brexit exactly as they promised, the Conservatives don't just fear defeat on July 4. They fear annihilation.

What happened? Quite simply, Brexit has been a bust. Conservative ministers like to talk up the trade deals they have signed with non-European countries, but no normal voter cares about pork markets. Anyone who voted for Brexit to reduce immigration will have been severely disappointed: Net migration was 335,000 in 2016, but rose to 685,000 last year, down from a record high of 784,000 in 2022. And although the economic effects of leaving the European single market were blurred by the pandemic and the energy shock that followed Russia's invasion of Ukraine, one can safely say that Britons do not feel richer than they did four years ago.

Above all, voters are bored with Brexit. In April 2019, according to the pollster Ipsos, 72 percent of Britons rated Brexit as one of the most important issues facing the country. Today that figure is 3 percent. "The one thing we found in focus groups that unites Leave and Remain voters is that they don't want to talk about it," Anand Menon, the director of the independent think tank UK in a Changing Europe, told me. "Brexiters think the Tories have screwed it up. Labour don't want to mention it because [Keir] Starmer is vulnerable."

That point about Starmer is crucial. Before the 2019 election, he was Labour's shadow Brexit spokesperson--and showed sympathy to the party's membership, which leaned heavily toward Remain. But when he became Labour leader the next year--following Johnson's crushing victory--Starmer accepted that Brexit had to happen, and he ordered his party to vote it through Parliament. In the current election, polls suggest that Labour is winning over many Leave voters who supported the Conservatives in 2019. The last thing those switchers want to hear is backsliding on Europe. And so the Labour manifesto promises to "make Brexit work" with no return to the single market, customs union, or freedom of movement.

The B-word has featured more heavily in debates in Scotland, where the majority of voters backed Remain and the governing Scottish National Party is keen to outflank Labour. It is also an election issue in Northern Ireland, where the status of the border with the Republic of Ireland is still fraught. But with both major parties in England extremely reluctant to mention Brexit, the media here have largely followed suit. One of the few exceptions is Boris Johnson, the former prime minister now reborn as a tabloid-newspaper columnist, who accused Starmer of plotting to rejoin the single market. Using a Yiddish word meaning "mooch," Johnson asserted that "if Schnorrer gets in, he will immediately begin the process of robbing this country of its newfound independence ... until this country is effectively locked in the legislative dungeon of Brussels like some orange ball-chewing gimp." (The infamous hostage scene in Quentin Tarantino's film Pulp Fiction apparently made a strong impression on Johnson.)

David Frum: 'We're all worse off' 

Johnson might be deploying his usual rhetorical exuberance and cultural insensitivity, but he does have a point. The next government will have many decisions to make about how to manage Britain's relationship with the EU. The current wall of silence "will all change after the election," Menon said. "You will get a load more noise about it from Labour members." Businesses unhappy with post-Brexit import and export regulations "will dare to be more vocal under a Labour government," he predicted. The trouble is that minor tinkering might help some of the minor problems created by Brexit--Labour has indicated that it will look at the regulations keeping Bernie and other zoo animals from fulfilling their duty to preserve endangered species--but only rejoining the single market would bring dramatic economic benefits. And doing that would involve exactly the trade-off with British sovereignty that Brexiteers campaigned against for so long. Hard conversations can be postponed, but usually not forever. That's bad news for the 97 percent of Britons who are enjoying the respite from years of arguments over Britain's relationship with Europe.

For now, though, the political consequences of Brexit fatigue are most pronounced on the right. Leaving the EU has created many modest irritations--see Bernie the bear's love life--without delivering the large rewards that were promised. Here is a lesson for populists everywhere, one that the U.S. anti-abortion lobby has learned since Roe v. Wade was overturned: Don't be the dog that catches the car.
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The Humbling of Narendra Modi

Indian voters handed him a victory that feels more like defeat.

by Vaibhav Vats




Prime Minister Narendra Modi seemed subdued when India's election results were declared on June 4. His Bharatiya Janata Party still had the most seats in Parliament; however, with 63 fewer than in the previous election, it had failed to secure a majority, meaning it will have to work with others in order to govern. This was not the triumphant spectacle that Modi and many of his Hindu-nationalist supporters had anticipated; rarely had a victory felt more like defeat.

In January, Modi launched his campaign for a third term by inaugurating the newly constructed Ram Temple in the city of Ayodhya, on the site where a 16th-century mosque stood before it was violently erased by a mob of Hindu nationalists in 1992. Bollywood stars and business moguls attended the glitzy ceremony; military choppers showered rose petals from overhead. Earlier that month, the BJP adopted the slogan "Ab ki baar, 400 paar," which means "This time, we'll cross 400 seats." Such a supermajority would have allowed the party to reshape India in an explicitly Hindu-nationalist direction, further along the lines of centralization, authoritarianism, and ethnonationalism.

Instead, Indian voters opted to arrest Modi's growing autocratic excesses and force the BJP to govern with secular allies in a coalition; two of those allied parties are led by notoriously transactional political actors who will control the prime minister's fate and do not share his Hindu-nationalist ideology. The Modi who became prime minister for the third time, on June 9, did so as a weakened and diminished figure--one who had failed to take the true measure of the country he hoped to continue governing, and was now paying the price.



During the campaign, some BJP candidates made the mistake of beginning to talk openly about changing the Indian constitution. The Hindu-nationalist movement is normally very disciplined about avoiding such divisive intimations, but in a moment of hubris, the mask inadvertently slipped.

Allowing this to happen was a serious tactical error. Constitutionalism remains an immense force at the grassroots level in India. B. R. Ambedkar, a so-called untouchable at the bottom of India's caste pyramid, was the architect of the country's constitution, and lower-caste Hindus revere him, not least because he enshrined affirmative-action policies in the constitution. Statues of Ambedkar grace villages and towns across India, many of them erected not by civic authorities but by residents themselves. For millions of India's least privileged citizens, the constitution is a potent emotional symbol as well as the bulwark protecting the dignity and rights that were denied them for centuries.

India's opposition parties seized upon these sentiments. At his election rallies, Rahul Gandhi, the leader of the opposition Congress party, began waving a pocket-size copy of the constitution. Once the scale of the popular backlash became clear, Modi and other top leaders of the BJP leaped into damage-control mode, insisting that they had no intention of meddling with the constitution. But the suspicion lingered, in no small part because the Hindu-nationalist movement has a very long history of hostility to India's constitutional arrangements. When the Indian constitution was adopted, in 1949, Organiser, the preeminent journal of the Hindu right, published an editorial proclaiming that "the worst thing about the new constitution of India is that there is nothing Indian about it."

Read: Is India an autocracy?

Adding to all this was a problem with Modi himself: His charisma was beginning to wane. During his decade in power, the prime minister had created a cult of personality. His visage adorned gas stations and subways; his pronouncements monopolized airwaves and the front pages of broadsheets. But after years of uneven economic growth and record levels of unemployment, voters were no longer inclined to buy into the grandiosity. They recalled the unfulfilled promises of prosperity that had propelled Modi to power in the first place. And rather than responding to voters' economic concerns, Modi seemed to have been carried away by a God complex. During one interview, he claimed to be not biologically born, but instead an incarnation of divinity sent to Earth to do the Lord's work. At other times, he spoke of a 1,000-year vision for the nation. Like many autocrats and would-be autocrats, Modi appeared to have lost touch with reality and become a prisoner of his own myth.

Under these conditions, the opposition put up a surprisingly spirited fight, and the election became far more competitive than Modi or the BJP had thought to expect. On April 21, as reports trickled in after the first round of voting, the prime minister gave an incendiary speech denouncing Muslims as infiltrators and suggesting that they produce too many children. In other speeches, Modi falsely asserted that the opposition intended to strip lower castes of affirmative-action benefits and hand them over to Muslims. The barrage of xenophobic provocations and insults only quickened as Modi attempted to regain dominance and energize his Hindu-nationalist base. Instead, the BJP's share of the vote dropped in key battleground states.



The BJP lost in the parliamentary region that includes Ayodhya, the site of the lavish Ram Temple. In Banswara, where the prime minister had given the speech characterizing Muslims as infiltrators, his party was defeated by nearly 250,000 votes. And the ancient Hindu city of Varanasi, Modi's parliamentary seat since he'd arrived in national politics, in 2014, sent him a warning: His winning margin shrank by more than two-thirds, to 150,000 votes--the second-lowest ever for a sitting prime minister. The victory margin placed him at a rank of 116 among the 240 elected candidates of his party.

This election was among the most consequential in India's history. The opposition alliance won 232 seats, only 61 short of BJP's winning coalition--an enormous achievement, considering the election was also the least free or fair in the country's history. The opposition parties not only faced a serious asymmetry in spending power; they were also arrayed against partisan media and state agencies that functioned as handmaidens of the Modi regime. Dissidents and political rivals languished in prison as the campaign began.

Read: Many Indians don't trust their elections anymore

The verdict had the effect of an electrifying upset, not least because every exit poll had predicted a supermajority for Modi. Perhaps voters had been reticent about speaking to pollsters, given the authoritarian climate. In India, ordinary people and political analysts are comparing this election to the one in 1977, when voters ejected Prime Minister Indira Gandhi after she'd imposed the 21 months of dictatorial rule known as the Emergency.

In the week since the verdict, India has already in some ways begun resembling the country it was before Modi. The country's opposition parties, which television networks had previously rendered invisible, were back on the airwaves. Political discussions in public spaces, such as tea stalls and kebab shops, have cast off their anxious hush as citizens have once again begun airing critical opinions without lowering their voices. A column in The Indian Express, echoing many others, ran under the headline "The Idea of India Reborn."

The pent-up frustration of the Modi years is erupting in startling ways: A security official at an airport slapped a famous Bollywood actress, seen as an acolyte of Modi's for her past disparaging comments about protesting farmers. The powerful media baron Aroon Purie, whose approach to Modi has swung between critical and servile, wrote an editorial denouncing the climate of fear that the previous government had fostered. Another prominent commentator, the husband of the current finance minister, said that the verdict was "a very clear, tight slap on the face of the prime minister."

In 2014, India was the first major democracy to succumb to the populist right. The country suffered an institutional collapse on a scale not seen in any Western democracy, as its previously robust institutions, such as the courts and the election commission, caved to a buccaneering executive. In its annual report earlier this year, the V-Dem Institute, which tracks democratic freedoms, called Modi's India "one of the worst autocratizers."

Yet India may once again prove to be a bellwether: By humbling Modi, the country has shown that the tenacity and patience of civil society and prodemocracy parties can reverse the populist tide.
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For Hamas, Everything Is Going According to Plan

Why accept a peace proposal when the goal is "permanent war"?

by Hussein Ibish




The leaders of both Israel and Hamas seem content for the war in Gaza to grind on into the indefinite future. Such is the upshot of their ambiguous, but essentially negative, responses to President Joe Biden's peace proposal, which is now fully backed by the United Nations Security Council. And the reasons are obvious.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu seems to have concluded that the best way to stay out of prison on corruption charges is to stay in office, and the best way to do that is to keep the war going. Hamas, meanwhile, believes that it is winning. On October 13, I wrote in these pages that Hamas had set a trap for Israel. The trap has sprung; Israel is fully enmeshed in it, with no evident way out, and Hamas is getting exactly what it hoped for.

Biden's three-phase proposal was meant to end the war and establish an unspecified postconflict reality in Gaza. Phase 1 involves a 42-day cease-fire and the release of hostages held by Hamas and prisoners held by Israel, as well as negotiations for a complete end to the fighting. Phase 2 includes, as its centerpiece, a permanent cessation of hostilities. According to Biden's plan, if the talks at the end of Phase 1 don't produce a clear understanding of how to implement Phase 2, negotiations would then continue for as long as both parties abide by their Phase 1 commitments. The trouble is that this would, in effect, indefinitely freeze the war at its current stage.

Netanyahu won't accept that. On May 31, Biden declared, "It is time for this war to end." Netanyahu effectively replied that this is no time for the war to end, and has insisted that the war will continue until Hamas is destroyed.

Graeme Wood: Israeli rage reaches new levels

By saying that the war must continue until his poorly defined military and political objectives are achieved, while at the same time saying that he is open to the 42-day cease-fire of Phase 1, Netanyahu is signaling that he would like to pocket the release of Israeli hostages and then return to conflict--exactly the scenario Biden seeks to avoid. Hamas, too, might eventually agree to try to implement Phase 1, in order to gain the release of some Palestinian prisoners and regroup its remaining forces for the next round of fighting. But neither has any real interest in the all-important Phase 2.

Hamas leaders know that they can't put themselves on Biden's side against Netanyahu, but they hope to seize on the disjuncture between the two allies by saying that they will accept the agreement "providing Israel agrees to end the war." A Hamas spokesperson, Sami Abu Zuhr, said that the group accepts the plan in principle, and is ready to negotiate the details, but no word has come from the group's senior leaders in Gaza. Like Netanyahu, in other words, Hamas hasn't said no but has avoided a clear yes, not least by making Biden's ultimate goal, which Israel has bluntly rejected, its starting demand.

So why would Hamas possibly want the war to continue, given the devastation of Gaza and its beleaguered Palestinian population, and the decimation of the group's organized military strength? The answer is that Hamas leaders in Gaza almost certainly believe that the war is going according to plan.

Hamas has never really hidden its motivations. The October 7 attack proved even more devastating than Hamas surely anticipated, and afterward, the group's leaders repeatedly insisted that they would have continued such assaults until they produced "a state of permanent warfare" with Israel. But what could they have meant by "permanent warfare"? Hamas surely understood that its civic power, military infrastructure, and above all its organized paramilitary forces stood no chance against the Israeli military. The group's leaders knew that practically everything tangible they possessed would be smashed in relatively short order by the Israelis. And that's essentially what has happened, although some important tunnels apparently remain, along with, reportedly, three or four battalions in Rafah.

The scale of the destruction can't be a surprise to Hamas. Provoking the Israelis and luring them into Gaza was in fact Hamas's intent. Once Israel blundered into reoccupying the Strip's urban centers, its forces could serve as a lightning rod for a long-term insurgency, which was what Hamas was counting on all along.

While the world's attention is focused on Rafah, the low-level but potentially "permanent" insurgency against Israeli forces has already begun in the cities of Gaza and Jabalia, and other parts of the northern and central Gaza Strip that Israel supposedly "pacified" and rid of any capable Hamas military forces. Hamas fighters even attempted another infiltration of Israel near the Kerem Shalom border crossing. That Israeli leaders have expressed surprise at this development suggests that they never really understood what kind of war the enemy had in mind. Hamas undoubtedly took steps in advance of October 7 to prepare for the insurgency that appears to have started.

American and Israeli policy makers tend to ignore internal Palestinian politics, but to understand Hamas's choice--to trade its stable and limited rule over Gaza for a state of "permanent war"--requires taking seriously the struggle for power among Palestinian factions. In the Palestinian nationalist movement, the Islamists of Hamas have always played second fiddle to the secular nationalists of Fatah and the two institutions they dominate--the Palestinian Authority, which governs the small, autonomous Palestinian areas in the West Bank, and the Palestine Liberation Organization, which speaks for the Palestinians on the world stage. Of these, the latter is the more significant, really the crown jewel of the Palestinian nationalist project since it was reconstituted after the Six-Day War in 1967.

Through the PLO, the nominal State of Palestine not only participates in the UN General Assembly as a "nonmember observer state" but has gained membership in most significant multilateral institutions. South Africa's genocide case against Israel at the International Court of Justice is predicated on the State of Palestine's having subscribed to the ICJ Statute, which Israel (like the United States) has not. Similarly, potential actions against Israeli and Hamas leaders by the International Criminal Court are predicated on the State of Palestine's having signed the statute guiding the ICC. This gives both courts jurisdiction over Gaza, a presumptive part of the State of Palestine (which is really the PLO). Yet Hamas has never been a part of the PLO and is a bitter rival of the secular nationalists who control it. Any time a Palestinian rises at an international forum, including the Arab League, to speak on behalf of the nation, it is a Fatah voice that resonates, with no input whatsoever from Hamas.

Andrew Exum: Is the destruction of Gaza making Israel any safer?

Hamas leaders evidently concluded that their fiefdom in Gaza had become more of a trap than a launching pad. Controlling Gaza wasn't going to help them expand back into the West Bank or marginalize Fatah and eventually take over the PLO. Yet these were the prime directives of their organization when it was founded: The first purpose of Hamas is to turn the Palestinian cause from a secular project to an Islamist one and, in doing so, to take over leadership of the Palestinian nationalist movement.

Hamas was hoping to lure Israel into Gaza, where it would get stuck in the quicksand of reoccupation while fighting a long-term, albeit low-intensity, insurgency. Hamas would then wave its bloody shirt to Palestinians and the world, announcing itself as the legitimate national leadership, because it would be the one fighting Israeli occupation forces for control of Palestinian land on a daily basis in Gaza. Against its blood sacrifice, Hamas would cast the Palestinian Authority as the Vichy gendarmerie of the occupation in the West Bank, and the PLO as a humiliated dupe, waiting pointlessly at an empty negotiating table for peace and independence that never come.

The insurgency that Hamas hoped for has already begun. That's why the Hamas leader in Gaza, Yahya Sinwar, reportedly sent a message in February reassuring anxious Hamas leaders in Qatar and Lebanon that "we have the Israelis right where we want them." Everything appears to be going according to plan. Why, then, would Hamas possibly be interested in Biden's peace plan? It has even less motivation than Netanyahu.

The grim reality is that the only people left in the world who seem to want the war to continue into the indefinite future are also the only ones who could stop it: the Hamas leaders and Netanyahu. Biden deserves credit for trying, but he has almost no chance of success.
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        Photos of the Week: River Violin, Stuffed Bear, Laser Run

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 14, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Blackout conditions in parts of Ukraine, whale watching on the Australian coast, a track-and-field competition in Italy, worshippers around the Kaaba in Saudi Arabia, flooding in parts of southern Florida, fencers in training in Kenya, anti-government protests in Argentina, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tennis player smiles while sitting with a trophy among a crowd of excited young people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Carlos Alcaraz of Spain holds a trophy as he celebrates with a group of ball kids after winning the Men's Singles Final match against Alexander Zverev of Germany on day 15 of the 2024 French Open at Roland Garros in Paris, France, on June 9, 2024.
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                [image: A giant panda sprawled on a wooden replica of a car]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant panda plays on a wooden car at the Chongqing Zoo in Chongqing, China, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a wetsuit and flotation vest falls from an obstacle course into a pond at a water park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ed Davey, leader of the Liberal Democrats, falls into the water during a visit to the Spot-On Wake aqua jungle at Wootton Park in Stratford-upon-Avon, England, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Several protesters kick at the shields of a group of riot police who push back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anti-government protesters clash with police outside Congress as lawmakers debate a reform bill promoted by Argentine President Javier Milei in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wearing fencer's gear spar on a rooftop in a city setting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tsavora Fencing Mtaani Club members take part in a fencing bout during a training session in the Mathare informal settlement of Nairobi, Kenya, on June 9, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Luis Tato / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A singer performs while wearing a huge garment that is partially inflated to occupy most of a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nemo performs at the Harri Newgen Presentation during London Fashion Week at the Royal Academy of Arts on June 8, 2024, in London, England.
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                [image: Several people look on as large plumes of fire and smoke rise nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames rise after a massive fire broke out in an asphalt storage facility at an oil refinery located on Erbil-Gwer road in Iraq on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Fireworks explode above terraced fields on a steep hillside decorated with lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks explode above terraced fields decorated with lights to celebrate the Shuyang Festival in Guilin, in China's Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighter uses a hose to douse a burning tree during a forest fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter tackles a blaze during a forest fire near Vidauban, France, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: A man stands beside a damaged brick wall, holding a small goat, beside two other goats.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Viktor Zinchenko, 67, who cares for a herd of 50 goats, shows a corner of his house that was damaged by Russian artillery fire in Orikhiv, a city in the Zaporizhzhia region, in southeastern Ukraine, close to the front line.
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                [image: Five pigs wearing racing jerseys run toward the camera, jumping small hurdles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Joseph's Amazing Racing Pigs entertain the crowds at the Gillingham and Shaftesbury Spring Countryside Show, on June 9, 2024, in Shaftesbury, England.
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                [image: A small dog stands, partly supported by a wheeled apparatus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is able to stand and walk with the aid of a wheeled support structure made by veterinary students in Hanoi, Vietnam, on June 12, 2024. Pet owners can bring cats and dogs with limited mobility for traditional and electro-acupuncture treatment at the community veterinary clinic on the Vietnam National University of Agriculture campus, founded by 91-year-old Dr. Pham Thi Xuan Van.
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                [image: A person rides their horse in a river, as it swims.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person rides their horse in the River Eden during the Appleby Horse Fair on June 8, 2024, in Appleby, England.
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                [image: People watch from a coastline as a whale splashes with its tail in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch a whale swim past at Boat Harbour north of Sydney, Australia, on June 10, 2024. More than 40,000 whales make their way along the New South Wales coast, known as the Humpback Highway, on their northern migration from May to November each year.
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                [image: A person wearing a suit jacket plays a violin while standing in a shallow area in a rushing river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ugur Cit plays the violin in the middle of the Munzur River to draw attention to the beauty of the Munzur Valley National Park in Tunceli, Turkey, on June 8, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sidar Can Eren / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person carries a bag and a small dog out of a flooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iraida Rodriguez carries her dog, Benji, as she evacuates from her flooded home in Hollywood, Florida, on June 12, 2024. As tropical moisture passes through the region, heavy rain has flooded areas.
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                [image: A shepherd guides a large herd of sheep on a road through a steep valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Departing from Siirt with approximately 10,000 animals, nomads reach Hakkari, Turkey, on June 9, 2024, after days of traveling. Passing through the Hakkari-Cukurca highway with their herds, they continue their journey toward the village of Cimenli to ascend to the highlands near Mount Sumbul.
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                [image: A tall mountain stands beyond populated areas in a series of valleys.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Illimani mountain, seen from La Paz, Bolivia, on June 13, 2024
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                [image: Demonstrators in Israel hold up signs and Israeli flags during a march.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators hold photos of hostages held in the Gaza Strip and a photo of released hostage Noa Argamani during a protest calling for a hostages deal on June 8, 2024, in Tel Aviv, Israel.
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                [image: Muslims praying at the Kaaba, arranged in circles on the ground level and in seating in a surrounding structure]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows Muslims praying at the Kaaba, in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, on June 11, 2024, during the Hajj pilgrimage.
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                [image: People walk across a set of wooden-arch bridges near a wooded hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On June 10, 2024, visitors walk on the Kintaikyo Bridge, a historical wooden bridge built in 1673 in Iwakuni city of Yamaguchi prefecture, Japan.
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                [image: Six small yellow, blue, and rust-colored birds perch along a branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of bee-eaters perches along a branch in the Beysehir district of Konya, Turkey.
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                [image: Farm workers pick strawberries alongside long greenhouse enclosures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of greenhouses producing strawberries in Aydin, Turkey, on June 11, 2024
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                [image: An athlete lies on the track after finishing a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Linn Soderholm of Team Sweden reacts after crossing the finish line in the Women's 3,000 Meter Steeplechase Final on day three of the 26th European Athletics Championships at Stadio Olimpico on June 9, 2024, in Rome, Italy.
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                [image: A close shot of two hands, each holding a modified laser pistol, marked with country names for a competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vladyslav Chekan of Ukraine competes in the Men's Laser Run Qualifications of the 2024 Laser Running World Championships at Zhengzhou Olympic Sports Center in Zhengzhou, China, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: A swimmer competes, passing by underwater in a pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Australia's Kaylee McKeown competes in the women's 200-meter individual-medley heats during the Australian Swimming Trials at the Brisbane Aquatic Center in Chandler, Australia, on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Patches of white and red light shine from lamps on a bicycle as it passes by on a dark street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cyclist rides his bike on a dark street during a partial blackout in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 6, 2024, following Russian strikes on Ukrainian energy infrastructure.
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                [image: A man rides on a horse as they are splashed with water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Race horses at a farm are splashed with cold water by grooms, to cool them off on a hot day in Duzce, Turkey, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: At least five people laugh as they work together to carry a large stuffed bear through a hallway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Staff members of Senator Jeanne Shaheen's office push a stuffed bear through a loading dock as it arrives on Capitol Hill on June 11, 2024, in Washington, D.C. Two stuffed animals, Marty the Moose and Kodak the Bear, will be on display in Shaheen's office as part of the 13th annual Experience New Hampshire event.
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                [image: A close view of a baby caiman]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectacled caimans are pictured after being released in Buenaventura, Valle del Cauca department, Colombia, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of people in three small boats, all full of plastic items, floating in a garbage-choked river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in small boats collect recyclable plastics from the heavily polluted Citarum River in Batujajar Village in Bandung, West Java, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people fishing in shallow muddy water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows people fishing during the Sanke mon collective-fishing festival in San, Mali, on June 6, 2024. The rite commemorates the founding of the town of San and marks the beginning of the rainy season.
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                [image: Costumed performers clap while walking through a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers of Marcha de Bica are seen dressed in costume in the old quarter of Bica before leaving to parade in Avenida da Liberdade in Lisbon, Portugal, on June 12, 2024. Bica is one of the historic neighborhoods filled with food and drink stalls during celebrations on the eve of Santo Antonio day, dedicated to the Patron Saint of Lisbon.
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                [image: A group of schoolchildren hold up dozens of puzzle cubes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hungarian students pose with Rubik's Cubes during a flashmob to celebrate the 50th anniversary of Hungarian architect Erno Rubik's invention, in Budapest, on June 12, 2024. In 1974, Rubik created the first prototype of a movable cube made out of small wooden blocks and held together by a unique mechanism. More than 500 million copies of the cult object have been sold, not counting the many counterfeits.
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                [image: A young person sits on the rubble of a destroyed building, playing a guitar, as a crowd of children watches nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rahaf Nasser, who lost her home and musical instruments during Israeli attacks on Gaza and was forced to relocate to Deir al-Balah with her family, plays a borrowed guitar and sings to convey the suffering of Gazans living under harsh wartime conditions in Gaza 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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/06/photos-of-the-week-river-violin-stuffed-bear-laser-run/678685/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        50 Years Ago in Photos: A Look Back at 1974

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 13, 2024

            	40 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Half a century ago, President Richard Nixon resigned from office, streaking took off as a fad, and the stuntman Evel Knievel attempted to jump across a canyon in a rocket motorcycle. Also in 1974, the boxers Muhammad Ali and George Foreman fought in Zaire in a match dubbed the "Rumble in the Jungle," Hank Aaron broke Babe Ruth's career home-run record, the tightrope walker Philippe Petit walked across the gap between the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center, the Turkish military invaded Cyprus, and much more.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four musicians in colorful costumes perform together onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Swedish pop group ABBA performs during the Eurovision Song Contest 1974 in Brighton, England, with the song "Waterloo," on February 9, 1974. ABBA went on to win the competition that year, launching a hugely successful career.
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                [image: Several police officers escort a naked man off of a rugby field in front of a large crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A streaker at Twickenham Stadium is discreetly led off by police during the England-Wales rugby international match in London.
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                [image: A person rides a bicycle past a sign that says, "Sorry, due to allocation we can serve no more gasoline today."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Oregon still had scattered gasoline-supply problems in May 1974, after an oil embargo was imposed on the United States in 1973 by the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries. Here, a gas station in downtown Portland shows a sign saying that the day's allocation was sold out.
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                [image: A small space station is seen in Earth orbit above a cloud-covered ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An overhead view of the Skylab Orbital Workshop in Earth orbit, as photographed from the Skylab 4 Command and Service Modules during its final fly-around by the CSM before returning home. Skylab, launched in May 1973, was home to three crewed astronaut missions until February 1974.
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                [image: Two people stand beside an automated teller machine--one is demonstrating the machine to the other.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Marian Skoog shows a customer how to use a new 24-hour sidewalk teller in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, on July 2, 1974. Automatic teller users were able to make deposits, withdraw cash in $25 or $50 amounts, and pay mortgages, loans, and utility bills.
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                [image: A view looking down on a baseball player swinging a bat over home plate]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Atlanta Braves outfielder Hank Aaron swings a bat at home plate during spring training in March 1974. In April, Aaron would hit his 715th career home run, surpassing Babe Ruth's record.
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                [image: A person walks by a wide stack of large pipe sections. Looking through the pipes at other stacks in the background creates interesting circular patterns.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sections of pipe form an interesting pattern where they are stacked in a Fairbanks, Alaska, storage yard on May 30, 1974. The sections are set to be joined together to form the 800-mile-long Trans-Alaska Pipeline from the Arctic Ocean oil fields to the ice-free harbor at Valdez. The pipeline began carrying oil in 1977.
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                [image: Soldiers carry and escort young children, hurrying through a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South Vietnamese Rangers rush children to a helicopter for evacuation from the Duc Hue base camp, about 35 miles northwest of Saigon, on April 5, 1974. The camp had been under enemy artillery attack for more than a week.
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                [image: An overview of a fairground, featuring a tall, tent-shaped pavilion and a clock tower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An overview of the grounds of Expo '74, the World's Fair held in Spokane, Washington, shortly after it opened. Officially named the International Exposition on the Environment, Spokane 1974, the expo lasted from May through November, with pavilions and exhibits from governments and organizations around the world focused on environmental themes. The grounds were set on the revitalized site of a former rail yard, and remain open today as Spokane's Riverfront Park.
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                [image: A stunt performer sits in the cockpit of a small rocket ship, tilted up at a steep angle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Evel Knievel sits in the steam powered Sky-Cycle X-2, a rocket motorcycle that will hopefully take him across Snake River Canyon on September 8, 1974.
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                [image: A small rocket hangs beneath a parachute, emitting a trail of smoke.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A parachute opens behind the Sky Cycle X-2, carrying the stuntman Evel Knievel as he attempted to jump the Snake River Canyon. The parachute deployed early, preventing Knievel from reaching the other side.
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                [image: The performer Elton John, playing a piano and singing while wearing fur over his shoulders and large sparkly glasses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The performer Elton John, seen onstage during a concert tour in October 1974
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                [image: Muhammad Ali points, animated, as others crowd around him.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The boxer Muhammad Ali puts on a show at the New York State Athletic Commission's office in New York City on January 23, 1974, as he tries to force his way into the room where his opponent, Joe Frazier, was getting his pre-fight physical.
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                [image: A line of people wearing roller skates lift one leg while leaning against a wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ballet routine is used in a roller-skating exercise class in January 1974.
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                [image: A person wearing a robot costume grabs the shoulders of a man beside him.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tom Baker, the actor who portrayed the fourth incarnation of the Doctor in the sci-fi television series "Doctor Who," meets one of the show's creatures in a 1974 publicity shot.
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                [image: People wait in a long line to see "The Exorcist."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Despite subfreezing temperatures and rain, a crowd waits in line outside the Paramount Theater in New York City for a showing of "The Exorcist" on February 4, 1974. Theater operators in the 28 cities where the picture was showing reported full houses, long lines, and extra showings.
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                [image: A soldier holds a rifle with several carnations attached to it, standing above a large crowd in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A scene from the "Carnation Revolution," the mostly peaceful coup that took place in Lisbon, Portugal, on April 25, 1974. Military officers overthrew a dictatorial government that had ruled for decades, setting the stage for democratic rule.
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                [image: A tightrope walker inches along a cable strung between two skyscrapers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Philippe Petit, tightrope walker, walks between the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New York City on August 7, 1974.
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                [image: A black-and-white photograph of a densely populated neighborhood in Hong Kong, including many tall buildings clustered together]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the densely populated Kowloon Walled City in Hong Kong on June 13, 1974
                #
            

            
                
                
                South China Morning Post / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person holds up a newspaper with "Nixon Resigns" as the headline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Senator George McGovern reads a newspaper headline announcing President Richard Nixon's resignation on August 8, 1974.
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                [image: People dance together in a street, celebrating.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dance in the streets of Harvard Square in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on August 9, 1974, following the resignation of President Richard Nixon on television. More than a thousand people participated in the demonstration.
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                [image: Former President Richard Nixon stands in the doorway of a helicopter, smiling and holding his arms up.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As he boards the White House helicopter after resigning the presidency, former President Richard Nixon smiles and gives the victory sign.
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                [image: An image from a security camera in a bank, showing two people holding weapons during a robbery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "San Francisco: Patricia Hearst, kidnapped 70 days ago by the Symbionese Liberation Army, was named as a material witness in the robbery of a San Francisco bank. Charles Bates of the FBI said the above photo shows there was a bank robber (upper right), with a weapon pointed at Patricia. Above photo purportedly shows Patricia Hearst (center) with weapon during the holdup."
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                [image: A tall bridge tower, seen framed by nearby buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Manhattan Bridge, framed by nearby buildings, photographed in Brooklyn in June 1974
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                [image: Several people walk past a strip club and an adult-film theater on a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk past adult-entertainment establishments on Washington Street, in Boston's "Combat Zone," in 1974.
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                [image: Motorcycle police escort school buses down a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police on motorcycles escort school buses on a street in Boston as schools were desegregated in 1974.
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                [image: Riot police push up against a crowd of protesters in a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A crowd of demonstrators in a march against racism in Boston as they tried to defy a city order and attempted to push past a barricade of thirty to forty police officers (at right) who were blocking the way to Bolyston Street at Massachusetts Avenue. Police say two people have been arrested and at least one man slightly injured in the skirmish. The crowd then proceeded along the original route to the Boston Common where a rally was planned."
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                [image: People march in a gay-pride parade, carrying signs that say, for instances, "I will not be a closet mother" and "I'm proud of my gay son."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parents march in support of LGBTQ rights at a gay-pride parade in Greenwich Village, New York City, on June 30, 1974. At right is the lawyer Dick Ashworth, marching with a sign that reads, "I'm Proud of My Gay Son." Ashworth later became one of the founding members of PFLAG (Parents, Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays).
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                [image: A group photo of five young men standing outside a building]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Scottish pop group the Bay City Rollers, photographed in the United Kingdom in March 1974
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                [image: A crowd of young women push against a barrier, shouting and crying.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teenage fans react at a David Cassidy concert in White City, London, in May 1974.
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                [image: Queen Elizabeth ll takes photographs with a camera partly covered in gold.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Queen Elizabeth ll takes photographs with her gold Rollei 35 camera during a visit to the Badminton Horse Trials on April 26, 1974, in Badminton, England.
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                [image: Members of the Rolling Stones perform in a room filled with soap bubbles for a music video.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Rolling Stones during the production of their music video for "It's Only Rock 'n' Roll (But I Like It)" in June 1974 in London
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                [image: Damaged cars sit covered in debris in a street beside a bomb-damaged building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "The scene in Talbot Street, Dublin, where two car bombs exploded, May 17, 1974, during the rush hour as office workers and shoppers were hurrying home for the weekend. Twenty-seven people were killed and scores injured by bombs in the Irish Republic, May 17--the worst single death toll since the Northern Ireland troubles began five years ago. Three bombs in Dublin caused 22 deaths. Another exploded in the center of the border town of Monaghan, killing five and injuring at least twenty."
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                [image: People cheer as a tank drives past in a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Turkish-army tank passes the Saray Hotel in the Turkish section of Nicosia, Cyprus, on July 24, 1974. On the roof of a nearby building is a picture of Kemal Ataturk, the founder of the modern Turkish republic. The 1974 invasion was sparked by an abortive coup by supporters of union with Greece. It led to the occupation by Turkey of the northern third of Cyprus and some 200,000 Greek Cypriots fleeing or being expelled from their homes in the north.
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                [image: A large crowd gathers beneath and beside an aircraft to welcome people arriving.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Released Syrian prisoners of war arrive in Damascus from Israel during a prisoner exchange in June 1974.
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                [image: Debbie Harry sings into a microphone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debbie Harry, the lead vocalist of the band Blondie, performs at CBGB on March 26, 1974, in New York City.
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                [image: The Grateful Dead perform on a stage in front of an enormous wall of stacked speakers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Grateful Dead performs at the Iowa State Fair in Des Moines on June 16, 1974.
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                [image: Two members of the Monty Python comedy group sit together in medieval-knight costumes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Michael Palin (left) and John Cleese, members of the Monty Python comedy group, in costume on the set of "Monty Python and the Holy Grail" on May 21, 1974
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                [image: A young girl rides her tricycle on a street in the aftermath of a cyclone, with the debris of destroyed houses everywhere.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl rides her tricycle on a street in the aftermath of Cyclone Tracy, a tropical cyclone that devastated the city of Darwin, in Australia's Northern Territory, on Christmas Day, 1974. The cyclone destroyed some 70 percent of Darwin's buildings, causing more than $800 million in damage and killing more than 65 people.
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                [image: A boxer's head whips around and drops of sweat fly as he takes a punch to the face from another boxer in a ring.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from October 30, 1974: "Perspiration flies from the head of George Foreman as he takes a right from challenger Muhammad Ali in the seventh round in the match dubbed 'Rumble in the Jungle,' in Kinshasa, Zaire. Foreman was knocked out in the eighth round."
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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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Instagram Is Not a Cigarette

The surgeon general's recommendation to add a warning label to social-media apps is not as straightforward as it seems.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Many teens and adults use the word addictive when describing social-media sites, as if the apps themselves are laced with nicotine. The U.S. surgeon general, Vivek Murthy, wants to drive that point home as glaringly as possible: In an op-ed published by The New York Times yesterday, he writes that the country should start labeling such sites as if they're cigarettes.



Murthy proposes putting an official surgeon's-general warning--the same type found on tobacco and alcohol products--on social-media websites to "regularly remind parents and adolescents that social media has not been proved safe." Such a warning would require formal congressional approval. To make his case, Murthy cites a 2019 study that found that adolescents who spend more than three hours a day on social media may be at higher risk for certain mental-health problems; he also pointed to research in which teens reported that social media made them feel worse about their body. "The moral test of any society is how well it protects its children," he writes. "Why is it that we have failed to respond to the harms of social media when they are no less urgent or widespread than those posed by unsafe cars, planes or food?"



It's a radical idea, and one with a real basis in science: There is strong evidence that tobacco warnings work, David Hammond, a professor in the school of public-health sciences at Canada's University of Waterloo, told me. Although no intervention is perfect, such labels reduce tobacco use by reaching the right audience at the moment of consumption, Hammond said, and they are particularly effective at deterring young people. But social media is not tobacco. Some platforms have no doubt caused real harm to many children, but research into the effects of social media on young people has been a mixed bag; even the studies cited by Murthy are not as straightforward as presented in the op-ed. A warning label on a pack of cigarettes is attention-grabbing and succinct: No one wants cancer or heart disease. Social media does not boil down as easily.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

What would a social-media warning look like? Murthy doesn't go into further detail in his article, and nothing would be decided until Congress authorized the label. (It's unclear how likely it is to pass, but there has been bipartisan interest in the topic, broadly speaking; earlier this year, at a congressional hearing on kid safety on the internet, members from both parties expressed frustration with Big Tech CEOs.) It could be a persistent pop-up that a user has to click out of each time they open an app. Or it could be something that shows up only once, in the footer, when a person creates an account. Or it could be a banner that never goes away. To be effective, Hammond told me, the message must be "salient"--it should be noticeable and presented frequently.



Design may be the easy part. The actual warning text within a social app might be hard to settle on, because an absolute, causal link has not yet been shown between, say, Instagram and the onset of depression; by contrast, we know that smoking causes cancer, and why it does so. "One of the reasons that we have such a wide range of opinions is that the work still isn't quite conclusive," David S. Bickham of the Digital Wellness Lab at Boston Children's Hospital, whose research on body image was cited in Murthy's op-ed, told me. One major meta-analysis (a study of studies) found that the effect of digital technology on adolescent well-being was "negative but small"--"too small to warrant policy change." (That paper has since been critiqued by researchers including Jean Twenge and Jonathan Haidt, who have contributed writing about teen smartphone use to The Atlantic; they argue that the study's methodology resulted in an "underestimation" of the problem. The authors of the original study then "rejected" these critiques by providing additional analysis. And so this goes.) The very fact that there is so much debate doesn't make for neat public-health recommendations.



In the absence of a firm conclusion, you can imagine a label that would use hedged language--"This app may have a negative effect on teens' mental health depending on how it's used," for example--though such a diluted label may not be useful. I asked Devorah Heitner, the author of Growing Up in Public: Coming of Age in a Digital World, what she would recommend. For starters, she said, any warning should include a line about how lack of sleep harms kids (a problem to which late-night social-media use may contribute). She also suggested that the warning might address young people directly: "If I were going to put something on a label, it would be, like, 'Hey, this can intensify any feelings you might already be having, so just be thoughtful about: Is this actually making me feel good? If it's making me feel bad, I should probably put it away."

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

If Murthy's label does become a reality, another challenge will be figuring out what constitutes social media in the first place. We tend to think of the social web as a specific set of apps, including Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok. But plenty of sites with social components may fall into this category. Murthy papers over this challenge somewhat in his op-ed. When he writes, "Adolescents who spend more than three hours a day on social media face double the risk of anxiety and depression symptoms," he is referring to a study that asked teens only whether they use "social networks like Facebook, Google Plus, YouTube, MySpace, Linkedin, Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram, Pinterest, or Snapchat." These platforms do not all have a lot in common, and the study does not draw any definitive conclusions about why using such platforms might be associated with an increased risk of mental-health problems. Murthy's proposal doesn't make clear which sites would be required to declare that they are associated with negative health outcomes. Would Roblox or Fortnite qualify? Or a newspaper with a particularly vibrant comments section?



Practical concerns aside, experts I spoke with also worried that the label puts the onus on kids and their parents rather than on the technology companies that make these sites. This is something Murthy acknowledges in his essay, noting that labeling alone won't make social media safe for kids. "I don't want the labels to let the social-media companies off the hook, right? Like, Oh, well, we labeled our harmful thing," Heitner said. In other words, a warning alone may not solve whatever problems social apps might be causing.

Read: The panic over smartphones doesn't help teens

Murthy's proposal comes at a time when parents seem especially desperate to keep teens safe online. Haidt's latest book about smartphones and kids, The Anxious Generation, has been on the New York Times best-seller list for weeks. Haidt told me over email that he applauds the surgeon general for calling for such labels: "We as a country are generally careful about the consumer products and medications that harm small numbers of children. Yet we have done nothing, absolutely nothing, ever, to protect children from the main consumer product they use every day."


 People are frightened. But fear isn't always the best way to help young people. "The science simply does not support this action and issuing advisories based on fear will only weaken our trust in the institutions that wield them in this way," Candice L. Odgers, a psychology professor at UC Irvine who studies how adolescents use digital technology (and recently wrote her own article on social-media panic for The Atlantic), told me over email. "It is time to have a real conversation about adolescent mental health in this country versus simply scapegoating social media."
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Alex Jones Lost Everything--And Still Won

His brand of conspiracism will live on even if Infowars doesn't.

by Ali Breland




Alex Jones couldn't help himself. On Friday, just before a federal judge was set to decide the fate of Infowars, his conspiracy-media empire, Jones spun up yet another conspiracy.



He was on his way into a Houston courthouse as part of the ongoing saga over lies he told about the Sandy Hook school shooting. After six years of litigation, Jones owes $1.5 billion in defamation damages. The "FBI and CIA" had fabricated the charges against him, Jones explained, in his famously gravelly voice, to the half dozen or so cameramen in front of him. The agencies had organized a "deep-state operation against the American people," he said, wiping the sweat off his head in the Houston heat. "This is a very, very exciting time to be alive."



Apparently, the omnipotent FBI and CIA failed in their ultimate goal of thwarting Jones. The judge directed Jones to sell off his personal assets in order to pay up, but he spared Infowars. Right now the media network sits in purgatory: It will keep operating for the time being, but in future legal proceedings, Infowars could be liquidated to help Jones pay the damages. With all the money Jones owes, it's not clear how much longer he can keep hold of his most treasured asset.



But the reality is that it doesn't matter much if Infowars is shut down. Over the past three decades of his broadcast career, Jones helped pioneer an entire mode of conspiratorial thinking that is now dominant in pockets of the right. It will live on even if Infowars doesn't.



I'm more familiar with this mode of thinking than I sometimes like to admit. I first encountered Alex Jones at a different time in both of our lives. He was a relatively popular but still niche curiosity, and his conspiracy theories were not yet as politically destructive as they would become. I was a high schooler in Texas. I came across him not in his hometown city, Austin, but more than 100 miles down the highway, near Houston, in my family's computer room. I don't remember exactly how I heard about Infowars or what segment roped me in (this was around 2008), but I remember the feeling it gave me: the satisfaction of having found a truth that most were blind to.



As a young teenager who didn't feel represented by either party, I found that Jones's videos offered a different option, one in which both Democrats and Republicans were simply giving cover to a cabal of wealthy elites. He skewed libertarian and made documentaries with titles such as The Obama Deception, but he also attacked the "police state" and went after George W. Bush. Anyone or anything with power was fair game.



I came to Jones alone but eventually found out that people around me were also peering into his world. When a substitute teacher at my high school referenced Infowars during class, my friends and I discussed it later with approbation. We all agreed that he was tapped into the good stuff. A lot of others saw what we saw. In 2011, Rolling Stone reported that Jones was drawing a bigger online audience than Glenn Beck and Rush Limbaugh combined.



Eventually, the spell broke. As I got older and saw more of his content, I realized that his spiel wasn't adding up. FEMA was supposedly operating concentration camps across the country, Jones posted online. I highly doubt it, but maybe ... ? I thought at the time. In 2010, when Jones said that Machete, a goofy action movie starring Danny Trejo, was actually a part of a plot to incite a race war in the U.S., I knew that Jones had lost his own plot. Maybe he'd never had it.



At some point after I came across him in the family computer room, Jones went from being a general skeptic with reactionary tendencies to being solidly ensconced in the far right. By the 2016 presidential election, he was buddying up to the billionaire GOP nominee. Donald Trump was calling in to his show for fawning interviews. Jones's conspiracy theories became more comprehensive. He began giving copious amounts of oxygen to the type of conspiracy that anything embarrassing for the right is actually a manufactured operation by the federal government. In Jones's worldview, the white-supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, was orchestrated by the feds to undermineTrump. The victims of the school shooting in Parkland, Florida, were crisis actors.



But if there was a single inflection point that represented Jones's shift from a libertarian free agent to someone explicitly fighting for right-wing causes, it was also the thing that now promises to be his undoing: Sandy Hook. After the tragic 2012 shooting in which 20 children and six adults were killed at a Connecticut elementary school, Jones skipped the moment of national grieving and went straight to conspiracy theorizing. The shooting was a hoax, he said, and the victims and their grieving families were "crisis actors" who were working for the gun-control lobby. Jones never provided proof for his claims but kept repeating them anyway, exposing victims' family members to harassment and death threats. In 2018, the same year that the families sued Jones for defamation, he was also banned from nearly every major tech platform, in part because of the Sandy Hook abuse.



I checked in on Jones in 2019 to see what he was up to. What he was up to was being extremely Islamophobic. "You have a sickening alliance of hijab-wearing women [in Congress]," he said in one video from January 2019. "I mean, I go to restaurants ... and there's women in full burqas taking spoonfuls of food and eating it under their--we're talking slits where their eyes are." He went on to describe the women as "captured slaves who have had their genitals cut off."



Jones's own arc tracked neatly with the trajectory of the world around him. As he evolved, the mainstream right began to trade in conspiracy theories in a more explicit way than it had in decades. You can see the residue of this on the arc of the modern conspiracy movement. A space previously occupied by sometimes-lovable kooks became a theater in a vicious culture war. Jones's conspiracy forerunners of the 1980s and '90s, such as Art Bell and George Knapp, focused on UFOs and the paranormal. Occasionally, they also discussed the government, but with less political intensity. As Jones ascended, he started having less in common with the likes of Bell and Knapp and more in common with incendiary right-wing commentators such as Rush Limbaugh. It's hard to know if Jones influenced this trajectory or simply understood the direction it was going in before everyone else did, and ran in front of it. The answer is probably somewhere in the middle.



Either way, it bore out in the apparatus that became QAnon, a sprawling conspiracy theory that liberal elites are sexually abusing children in tunnels. QAnon was less a fringe way of explaining systems of power (the standard role of the previous era of conspiracy-theory culture) than an all-encompassing system of logic. Jones, appropriately, was an early booster of QAnon's precursor, Pizzagate, which claimed that liberal elites were sexually abusing children out of a pizza restaurant in Washington, D.C.



Suggesting that events are hoaxes carried out by left-wing operators is now standard language in parts of the right, both among elected officials and among their supporters. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene supported unfounded theories that the Parkland school shooting was a "false flag." Earlier this month, she posted a picture on Instagram of herself with Jones, accompanied by the caption "I stand with Alex Jones!" After the 2022 elementary-school shooting in Uvalde, Texas, Representative Paul Gosar falsely claimed that the shooter was a "transsexual leftist illegal alien."



Even if Infowars is shut down, this kind of conspiracism is not going away. Politicians and right-wing-media figures will probably keep making "false flag" claims and attempting to explain away inconvenient truths with unverified conspiracy theories. The thing that took Jones down--not just his Sandy Hook defamation but also his use of conspiracy theories as a political cudgel--is the clearest example of what his legacy will be.
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A Generation of AI Guinea Pigs

AI is quickly becoming a regular part of children's lives. What happens next?

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




This spring, the Los Angeles Unified School District--the second-largest public school district in the United States--introduced students and parents to a new "educational friend" named Ed. A learning platform that includes a chatbot represented by a small illustration of a smiling sun, Ed is being tested in 100 schools within the district and is accessible at all hours through a website. It can answer questions about a child's courses, grades, and attendance, and point users to optional activities.



As Superintendent Alberto M. Carvalho put it to me, "AI is here to stay. If you don't master it, it will master you." Carvalho says he wants to empower teachers and students to learn to use AI safely. Rather than "keep these assets permanently locked away," the district has opted to "sensitize our students and the adults around them to the benefits, but also the challenges, the risks." Ed is just one manifestation of that philosophy; the school district also has a mandatory Digital Citizenship in the Age of AI course for students ages 13 and up.



Ed is, according to three first graders I spoke with this week at Alta Loma Elementary School, very good. They especially like it when Ed awards them gold stars for completing exercises. But even as they use the program, they don't quite understand it. When I asked them if they know what AI is, they demurred. One asked me if it was a supersmart robot.



Children are once again serving as beta testers for a new generation of digital tech, just as they did in the early days of social media. Different age groups will experience AI in different ways--the smallest children may hear bedtime stories generated via ChatGPT by their parents, while older teens may run into chatbots on the apps they use every day--but this is now the reality. A confusing, sometimes inspiring, and frequently problematic technology is here and rewiring online life.



Kids can encounter AI in plenty of places. Companies such as Google, Apple, and Meta are interweaving generative-AI models into products such as Google Search, iOS, and Instagram. Snapchat--an app that has been used by 60 percent of all American teens and comparatively few older adults--offers a chatbot called My AI, an iteration of ChatGPT that had purportedly been used by more than 150 million people as of last June. Chromebooks, the relatively inexpensive laptops used by tens of millions of K-12 students in schools nationwide, are getting AI upgrades. Get-rich-quick hustlers are already using AI to make and post synthetic videos for kids on YouTube, which they can then monetize.



Whatever AI is actually good for, kids will probably be the ones to figure it out. They will also be the ones to experience some of its worst effects. "It is kind of a social fact of nature that kids will be more experimental and drive a lot of the innovation" in how new tech is used culturally, Mizuko Ito, a longtime researcher of kids and technology at UC Irvine, told me. "It's also a social fact of nature that grown-ups will kind of panic and judge and try to limit."



That may be understandable. Parents and educators have worried about kids leaning on these tools for schoolwork. Those who use OpenAI's ChatGPT say that they are three times more likely to use it for schoolwork than search engines like Google, according to one poll. If chatbots can write entire papers in seconds, what's the point of a take-home essay? How will today's kids learn how to write? Still another is bad information via bot: AI chatbots can spit out biased responses, or factually incorrect material. Privacy is also an issue; these models need lots and lots of data to work, and already, children's data have reportedly been used without consent. (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI. The editorial division of The Atlantic operates independently from the business division.)

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

And AI enables new forms of adolescent cruelty. In March, five students were expelled from a Beverly Hills middle school after fake nude photos of their classmates made with generative AI began circulating. (Carvalho told me that L.A. has not seen "anything remotely close to that" incident within his district of more than 540,000 kids.) The New York Times has reported that students using AI to create such media of their classmates has, in fact, become an "epidemic" in schools across the country. In April, top AI companies (including Google, Meta, and OpenAI) committed to new standards to prevent sexual harms against children, including responsibly sourcing their training material to avoid data that could contain child sexual abuse material.

Kids, of course, are not a monolith. Different ages will experience AI differently, and every child is unique. Participants in a recent survey from Common Sense that sought to capture perspectives on generative AI from "teens and young adults"--all of whom were ages 14 to 22--expressed mixed feelings: About 40 percent said they believe that AI will bring both good and bad into their lives in the next decade. The optimistic respondents believe that it will assist them with work, school, and community, as well as supercharge their creativity, while the pessimistic ones are worried about losing jobs to AI, copyright violations, misinformation, and--yes--the technology "taking over the world."



But I've wondered especially about the youngest kids who may encounter AI without any real concept of what it is. For them, the line between what media are real and what aren't is already blurry. When it comes to smart speakers, for example, "really young kids might think, Oh, there's a little person in that box talking to me," Heather Kirkorian, the director of the Cognitive Development and Media Lab at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. Even more humanlike AI could further blur the lines for them, says Ying Xu, an education professor at University of Michigan--to the point where some might start talking to other humans the way talk to Alexa: rudely and bossily (well, more rudely and bossily).



Read: Chatbots will change how we talk to people



Older children and teens are able to think more concretely, but they may struggle to separate reality from deepfakes, Kirkorian pointed out. Even adults are struggling with the AI-generated stuff--for middle- and high-school kids, that task is still more challenging. "It's going to be even harder for kids to learn that," Kirkorian explained, citing the need for more media and digital literacy. Teens in particular may be vulnerable to some of AI's worst effects, given that they're possibly some of the biggest users of AI overall.



More than a decade on, adults are still trying to unravel what smartphones and social media did--and are doing--to young people. If anything, anxiety about their effect on childhood and mental health has only grown. The introduction of AI means today's parents are dealing with multiple waves of tech backlash all at once. (They're already worried about screen time, cyberbullying, and whatever else--and here comes ChatGPT.) With any new technology, experts generally advise that parents talk with their children about it, and become a trusted partner in their exploration of it. Kids, as experts, can also help us figure out the path forward. "There's a lot of work happening on AI governance. It's really great. But where are the children?" Steven Vosloo, a UNICEF policy specialist who helped develop the organization's AI guidelines, told me over video call. Vosloo argued that kids deserve to be consulted as rules are made about AI. UNICEF has created its own list of nine requirements for "child-centered AI."



Ito noted one thing that feels distinct from previous moments of technological anxiety: "There's more anticipatory dread than what I've seen in earlier waves of technology." Young people led the way with phones and social media, leaving adults stuck playing regulatory catch-up in the years that followed. "I think, with AI, it's almost like the opposite," she said. "Not much has happened. Everybody's already panicked."
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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 Year's, 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 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.
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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.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/06/ai-eats-the-world/678627/?utm_source=feed
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Americans With Food Allergies Are Getting a Bad Deal

Ingredient labels are often vague, misleading, or just plain wrong. It doesn't have to be this way.

by Carolyn Beans




This article was originally published by Undark Magazine.

When Ina Chung, a Colorado mother, first fed packaged foods to her infant, she was careful to read the labels. Her daughter was allergic to peanuts, dairy, and eggs, so products containing those ingredients were out. So were foods with labels that said they "may contain" the allergens.

Chung felt like this last category suggested a clear risk that wasn't worth taking. "I had heard that the ingredient labels were regulated. And so I thought that that included those statements," Chung says. "Which was not true."

Precautionary allergen labels like those that say "Processed in a facility that uses milk or may contain fish" are meant to address the potential for cross-contact. For instance, a granola bar that doesn't list peanuts as an ingredient could still say they may be included. And in the United States, these warnings are voluntary and not regulated; companies can use whatever precautionary phrasing they choose on any product. Some don't use any labels, even in facilities where unintended allergens slip in; others list allergens that may pose little risk. Robert Earl, the vice president of regulatory affairs at the nonprofit Food Allergy Research & Education, or FARE, has even seen labels that include all nine common food allergens. "I would bet my bottom dollar not all of those allergens are even in the facility," he says.

So what are the roughly 20 million people with food allergies in the U.S. supposed to do with these warnings? Should they eat that granola bar or not?

Recognizing this uncertainty, food-safety experts, allergy advocates, policy makers, and food producers are discussing how to demystify precautionary allergen labels. One widely considered solution is to restrict warnings to cases where visual or analytical tests demonstrate that there is enough allergen to actually trigger a reaction. Experts say the costs to the food industry are minimal, and some food producers across the globe, including in Canada, Australia, Thailand, and the United States, already voluntarily take this approach. But in the U.S., where there are no clear guidelines to follow, consumers are still left wondering what each individual precautionary allergen label even means.

Pull a packaged food off an American store shelf, and the ingredients label should say if the product intentionally contains one of nine recognized allergens. That's because, in 2004, Congress granted the FDA the power to regulate labeling of eight major food allergens: eggs, fish, milk, crustaceans, peanuts, tree nuts, soybeans, and wheat. In 2021, sesame was added to the list.

But the language often gets murkier further down the label, where companies may include precautionary allergen labels, also called advisory statements, to address the fact that allergens can unintentionally wind up in foods at many stages of production. Perhaps wheat grows near a field of rye destined for bread, for instance, or peanuts get lodged in processing equipment that later pumps out chocolate-chip cookies. Candy manufacturers, in particular, struggle to keep milk out of dark chocolate.

Because the declarations are voluntary, the FDA offers no labeling guidance beyond saying that "advisory statements should not be used as a substitute for adhering to current good manufacturing practices and must be truthful and not misleading."

Companies can choose when to use these warnings, which vary widely. For example, a 2017 survey conducted by the FDA and the Illinois Institute of Technology of 78 dark-chocolate products found that almost two-thirds contained an advisory statement for peanuts; of those, only four actually contained the allergen. Meanwhile, of 18 bars that carried no advisory statement for peanuts specifically, three contained the allergen. (One product that was positive for peanuts did warn more generally of nuts, but the researchers noted that this term is ambiguous.) Another product that tested positive included a nut warning on one lot but not on another. Individual companies also select their own precautionary-label phrasing.

For consumers, the inconsistency can be confusing, says Ruchi Gupta, a pediatrician and the director of the Center for Food Allergy & Asthma Research at Northwestern University's Feinberg School of Medicine. In 2019, Gupta and her colleagues asked approximately 3,000 U.S. adults who have allergies, or care for someone who does, about how different precautionary-allergen-label phrases make a difference when they are considering whether to buy a particular food. About 85 percent said that they never purchase products with a "may contain" warning. Fewer than half reported avoiding products with labels suggesting that they were manufactured in a facility that also processes an allergen, even though some studies suggest that the wording of a precautionary allergen label does not always reflect the actual risk level. "People are making their own decisions on what sounds safe," Gupta says.

Read: Is it really safe to give babies peanut butter?

When Chung learned that advisory labels are unregulated, she experimented with ignoring them when her then-toddler really wanted a particular food. When her daughter developed hives after eating a cereal labeled "May contain peanuts," Chung went back to heeding warnings of peanut cross-contact but continued ignoring the rest.

"A lot of families just make up their own rules," she says. "There's no way to really know exactly what you're getting."

Most countries don't regulate precautionary allergen labels, but many food-safety experts are exploring how they could. One popular tactic hinges on thresholds: the smallest amount of an allergen that could prompt an allergic reaction. If food producers abide by thresholds, the theory goes, they could restrict labels to products that contain allergens at or above this level.

Allergen sensitivities vary widely. To determine thresholds that would protect most people, researchers combine data from thousands of individual oral food challenges, in which an allergist presents a patient with increasing doses of an allergen until they have a reaction or have consumed a meal-size portion.

In 2022, an expert committee convened by the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Health Organization established thresholds for key allergens; the large majority of consumers with food allergies would not react at levels below these thresholds. The list initially included all allergens recognized in the U.S. except soy, and additionally broke tree nuts into specific examples--walnut, pecan, cashew, pistachio, almond, hazelnut. In 2023, the committee also established thresholds for additional allergens such as celery and soy.

That year, the committee also made recommendations on how policy makers could use the thresholds to regulate precautionary allergen labels. "It is critical that companies incorporate appropriate quality control, hygiene and risk mitigation practices into their overall allergen control programs," Joseph Baumert, an FAO/WHO expert committee member, wrote in an email. Baumert is the director of the Food Allergy Research and Resource Program, an industry-funded consortium between the University of Nebraska at Lincoln and more than 100 member companies.

Companies, the recommendations suggest, should then be required to quantify the unintended allergens in products. This could include visual inspections for allergens such as whole sesame seeds, and using laboratory techniques to determine how much protein from an allergen is present. Taking into account how much of a food a person is likely to eat, the food producer should then determine whether an allergen's concentration exceeds the recommended threshold-based limit; products with concentrations higher than this limit would have a label, whereas others would not. And all of the labels would need a single, standardized phrase.

A system like this "would be helpful for so, so many," Chung says.

The FAO/WHO's Codex Committee on Food Labelling, which helps set international food-labeling standards, may use the recommendations in developing its guidance on precautionary allergen labels. If adopted, many countries will follow the recommendations, predicts Marjan van Ravenhorst, who directs Allergenen Consultancy B.V. in the Netherlands.

But some companies already use thresholds for precautionary labels through the Voluntary Incidental Trace Allergen Labelling Program. Though VITAL was developed in Australia and New Zealand, companies headquartered in many countries, including the U.S., Canada, the United Kingdom, France, South Africa, and Thailand, have also subscribed, according to the food-safety specialist Jasmine Lacis-Lee, the president of the board of directors for Allergen Bureau, an industry-operated not-for-profit that runs the voluntary labeling program. In Switzerland, precautionary allergen labels are required when an allergen's protein levels reach a concentration greater than 1,000 parts per million. Japan requires companies to list unintended allergens on the ingredients list itself whenever they are detected above an exceedingly low threshold.

Meanwhile, in the Netherlands, a mandatory threshold-based system will become fully enforced in 2026, and will require advisory labels when allergen concentrations surpass the thresholds recommended by the FAO/WHO committee. If there is no risk of an allergen, companies will not be able to use precautionary allergen labels.

A threshold-based approach should not have a major impact on the cost of food production, Lacis-Lee says. When it comes to implementing a VITAL risk assessment, she adds, "most businesses producing food should already be doing the vast majority of what is required."

Exactly how often allergen testing is required under the threshold-based system depends on a facility's risk level, says van Ravenhorst, who helped write the guidelines for the Netherlands' new advisory-statement requirements: "If you only cut vegetables, and there is no allergen in your facility, it's insane to test for different allergens every week."

One concern about standardizing precautionary allergen labels is consumer comfort level. The FAO/WHO thresholds are designed to protect about 95 percent of an allergic population from an allergic reaction. Up to five percent could still react to allergens at levels so low that they fall under the threshold, at which point using a precautionary label would be against the rules. Of these individuals, some could experience mild to moderate anaphylaxis, but there are no confirmed reports of fatal anaphylaxis from allergens at or below the thresholds, according to the 2023 FAO/WHO report.

The report suggests that this system would improve safety for allergic consumers. Currently, unintended allergens can exist at higher levels without warning; with the proposed system, foods with allergens above the threshold would all carry a label.

Not offering a precautionary label when you know that an allergen is there, even at very low levels, can feel difficult, says van Ravenhorst, who herself has several allergies. But she feels that there's a balance between overuse of labeling and protection: "We want to be informed when there is a real risk."

Gupta's team recently surveyed U.S. allergists for their thoughts on precautionary allergen labels, including whether thresholds should be used; a similar survey for people with allergies is in the works. Gupta wonders whether consumers might prefer a system in which each food label states whether allergens are entirely absent, present above a threshold, or present below a threshold. But she's already concerned that this alternative would most benefit those who know their sensitivity levels from allergist visits, which may leave out many patients. Her research shows that low-income caregivers of children with allergies spend less on specialist appointments. She worries: "Will it cause a bigger divide?"

Read: The overuse of allergy tests

Some U.S. companies would likely welcome more guidance on advisory labeling, Baumert said. In keeping with the Food Safety Modernization Act, most already have allergen-control plans, which include monitoring for unintended allergens. Most food companies, for example, do some analytical work to confirm that their cleaning procedures are effective--for instance, when they switch from a recipe that contains an allergen to one that doesn't.

But according to some companies, the current guidelines make it difficult to respond when producers are unable to eliminate traces of unintended allergens. Looking for a way out of a regulatory gray zone, some even opt to include allergens in recipes so that they can follow clearer guidelines. After Congress declared sesame a major food allergen in 2021, for example, the seed became a listed ingredient in many foods that people with sesame allergies previously enjoyed.

"This addition of sesame would likely not be needed if FDA would establish allergen thresholds or otherwise set forth clear guidance as to when advisory or precautionary labeling (i.e. "may contain" statements) may be used," Eric Dell, the president and CEO of the American Bakers Association, wrote in a May 2023 letter to select congressional members.

When it comes to precautionary allergen labels, "we recognize that the extensive use of these statements may be confusing to consumers, and we are considering conducting some consumer research in this area," an FDA spokesperson, Enrico Dinges, wrote in an email.

In January 2024, the FDA published draft guidance for the industry; in it, the agency acknowledged that there may be situations where food producers, even after following good allergen-management practices, cannot assure consumers that food is safe, and therefore should include labeling "that discloses the possible unintended allergen presence in the food."

But the agency stopped short of universal recommendations on exactly how to determine whether an unintended allergen presents enough risk to warrant an advisory statement. There's a need for clarity on the FDA's expectations for precautionary allergen labels, Baumert said: "I think we've gotten further on an international basis than we have currently here in the U.S."

Meanwhile, American families are left to interpret allergen-advisory labels alone. Chung's daughter is now 6 years old, and the family no longer follows precautionary peanut labels. The change came after Chung learned of a 2021 review paper suggesting that half of people with peanut allergies can eat about half a peanut without reacting. Based on her daughter's reaction history, Chung felt that her then-5-year-old could likely handle trace amounts too, because a severe allergic response seemed unlikely. So Chung took a chance and let her try a granola bar that her brother loved, despite the fact that the wrapper suggested it might contain peanuts. The response: no reaction. She really wanted it, Chung says, who recalls thinking: "If it's safe, how wonderful would that be?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/06/food-allergy-read-fda-warning-label/678731/?utm_source=feed
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The New Calculus of Summer Workouts

Summer extremes are making exercising outdoors so much grosser.

by Katherine J. Wu




Nothing compares to the perfect summer run. All winter, even through spring, I sustain myself with the dream of jogging in shorts down a dry, grass-lined path, unencumbered by puddles or black ice. But that dream is becoming more elusive. Now, in mid-June, I already dread the prospect of being outside past about 7:30 in the morning. Summer is set to officially start on Thursday, and the coming season looks to be, once again, marred by record-breaking temperatures, prolonged heat waves, and devastating fires. As climate change pushes the environment to new and more frequent extremes, exercising outdoors in the spring and summer is getting--to use a technical term--grosser.



Summer has long been a time of year when people are more active, by as much as 20 percent, according to one study; millions of Americans camp, hike, jog, fish, or bike outside, taking advantage of the longer days, the respite from school, the riot of active wildlife and greenery. But being outdoors is starting to become synonymous with dangerous exposure, and the effects of the climate crisis appear to be reducing levels of physical activity around the world. Last summer in the U.S., hazardous air and sweltering temperatures closed hiking trails and cloistered campers indoors; marathons and triathlons--designed to push a notoriously stubborn bunch of athletes to their limits--were canceled too. And with the Summer Olympics in Paris fast approaching, some experts are worried about the toll of extreme heat--and about the strength of the contingency plans in current regulations and guidelines.



Based on the trajectory the world is on, summer extremes dangerous enough to compromise outside activities are "going to be happening more and more," Carol Ewing Garber, an exercise physiologist at Columbia University, told me. People hoping to enjoy the outdoors will have to choose between chasing the perks of nature and minimizing exposure to new environmental extremes.



The clearest risk of exercising on hot days is heat stroke. When the body's core temperature rises, toxins leak out of the gut, sparking inflammation throughout the body; the heart strains to deliver blood; the kidneys falter as fluid levels fall. What starts off as mild heat exhaustion--headaches and dizziness--can quickly transform into a serious bout of vomiting, delirium, cramps, and fainting, signs that the condition could soon turn fatal.



Each person's threshold for too much heat, though, depends on factors such as baseline health, level of training, exertion, and precautions against overheating, Michael Sawka, an environmental physiologist at the Georgia Institute of Technology, told me. According to the National Weather Service, once the wet-bulb globe temperature--which takes into account humidity, wind, cloud cover, even the angle of the sun--crests above 90 degrees Fahrenheit, just 15 minutes of working or exercising in direct sunlight can seriously stress the body. For some official sporting events, such as road races--during which athletes go particularly long and hard--the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) has urged organizers to cancel or recommend voluntary withdrawal at wet-bulb temperatures above 82 degrees Fahrenheit. And because humidity stifles the ability of sweat to cool the skin, muggy days are a worry even when temperatures don't seem that high--especially for populations with underlying health conditions. In New York, for instance, "anything above 80 [degrees], really, we kind of get concerned," Sonika Patel, a cardiologist at NewYork-Presbyterian, told me.



Human bodies can also adapt to tolerate more heat--often, within just days. As people repeatedly expose themselves to higher temperatures, the amount of plasma in the blood increases, making it easier for the heart to shunt blood to the skin to dissipate heat; the sensors that trigger sweating recalibrate to make cooling more efficient. In laboratories, researchers frequently document athletes who have trained themselves to exercise with core body temperatures cresting regularly above about 105 degrees Fahrenheit. Still, these tricks aren't cure-alls: The body can only produce so much sweat at a time, for instance.



Behavioral hacks to beat the heat have their limits too. Many guides for exercising during heat waves recommend tricks such as wearing airy clothing, working out in the shade, keeping hydrated, and scheduling activities to avoid the hottest hours of the day. But fabrics can get only so loose and light; shade isn't always available or consistent; adequately hydrating requires heeding cues beyond thirst. And as average temperatures climb higher and higher, many of the mornings and evenings that offered respites from the heat are no longer cool enough to be comfortable. One day last summer, Phoenix logged a low of 97 degrees Fahrenheit.



Although some people certainly are taking these risks into account, when it comes to heat, "we often underestimate the impact on the body," Garber told me; this can be especially true for those dead set on squeezing in a regular workout. And despite the ACSM's guidelines, Tamara Hew-Butler, an exercise physiologist at Wayne State University, points out that canceling endurance events during heat is far from the default. Generally, she told me, the idea is to instead "just modify your training" to ready yourself for the heat. Even recreational sports leagues for kids will keep practices going in arguably dicey conditions.



The dangers of smoky days are in some ways clearer. There's no question that exposure to pollutants comes with risk, especially for young kids, older people, and anyone already battling respiratory issues: Inhaling fine particulate matter can raise the risk of heart issues, lung disease, diabetes, and cognitive impairment; gases such as ozone can exacerbate asthma. Exercise, by definition a higher metabolic state, ups the rate at which those pollutants enter airways. And unlike the case with heat, there's not much encouraging evidence to suggest that people can acclimate to working out healthfully in bad air, Michael Koehle, an environmental physiologist at the University of British Columbia, told me.



But balancing those risks with the benefits of outdoor activity is still a judgment call. Staying inside on a single horrendously smoke-choked day is a solid choice. The more summer days end up clogged with pollution, though, the hazier the long-term trade-offs of that decision become. Some researchers, such as Linsey Marr, an environmental engineer at Virginia Tech, err on the side of caution: Going off of the EPA's color-coded air-quality index, she deems orange levels of air quality a "time to start scaling back." At red, the next level up, "people should not exercise outdoors," she told me.



Koehle, meanwhile, worries about going too strict. If pollutants shorten or cancel someone's workout for a day or two, that's not a huge deal, but periods of bad air quality can in some cases stretch into weeks and months. "The worst thing that can happen long term is that people cease to be active because they're worried about the air quality," Koehle told me. People who exercise outdoors may be exposed to some harmful substances in the short term. But it takes a while, he said, for the true health consequences to unfold, and in the meantime, they can still reap the physical and mental benefits of staying active. (One good way to strike a balance, he noted, is to focus on briefer, higher-intensity workouts.) Still, even Koehle draws a line with wildfires and other pollution events extreme enough that "you can't see the sky," he said. Certainly, purple, the next level up from red on the American air-quality index, is a clear cue to overhaul his fitness routine.



In some ways, working out indoors is the most straightforward answer to these conundrums. But gyms and home equipment are pricey, plenty of Americans don't have air-conditioning, and indoor air quality can present its own concerns. And restricting activities to indoor venues automatically rules out recreation that's designed to be--and, let's face it, will always be better--outdoors. Indoor baseball stadiums exist but aren't the norm, and just try floating the idea of moving an ultramarathon inside. If an inhospitable climate pushes people to revise their outdoor plans, some may give up on working out entirely--which may leave the population less prepared overall for more environmental extremes ahead. Staying fit is key to staving off many of the medical conditions that can make heat waves and pollution more dangerous. "One of the big recommendations we give people with cardiovascular-disease factors is to exercise more," Patel told me. "But what if we see people who aren't able to do that?"


 The costs of these changes will be more than physical. Getting outdoors is also an opportunity for people to spend time with others, to breathe what fresh air is available, to soak up vitamin D, to experience nature in ways they can't inside. For kids, especially, the outdoors are essential places to find communities. People who spend more time in green spaces think better and experience less stress. They have lower rates of anxiety and depression. My own itch to jog outside has never just been about the calorie burn or the steps; it's about experiencing the world in ways I otherwise can't. So far, I've been lucky in my pocket of New England. But I'm dreading the day when my perfect summer runs become fantasies that exist only in my head.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/06/heat-smoke-climate-summer-exercise/678716/?utm_source=feed
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The First Three Months

What I saw inside the government's response to COVID-19

by Anthony Fauci




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


On New Year's Day 2020, I was zipping up my fleece to head outside when the phone in the kitchen rang. I picked it up to find a reporter on the line. "Dr. Fauci," he said, "there's something strange going on in Central China. I'm hearing that a bunch of people have some kind of pneumonia. I'm wondering, have you heard anything?" I thought he was probably referring to influenza, or maybe a return of SARS, which in 2002 and 2003 had infected about 8,000 people and killed more than 750. SARS had been bad, particularly in Hong Kong, but it could have been much, much worse.

A reporter calling me at home on a holiday about a possible disease outbreak was concerning, but not that unusual. The press sometimes had better, or at least faster, ground-level sources than I did as director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, and reporters were often the first to pick up on a new disease or situation. I told the reporter that I hadn't heard anything, but that we would monitor the situation.

Monitoring, however, was not easy. For one thing, we had a hard time finding out what was really going on in China because doctors and scientists there appeared to be afraid to speak openly, for fear of retribution by the Chinese government.

In the first few days of 2020, the word coming out of Wuhan--a city of more than 11 million--suggested that the virus did not spread easily from human to human. Bob Redfield, the director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, was already in contact with George Gao, his counterpart in China. During an early-January phone call, Bob reported that Gao had assured him that the situation was under control. A subsequent phone call was very different. Gao was clearly upset, Bob said, and told him that it was bad--much, much worse than people imagined.

"We don't know what's going on with this virus coming out of China right now," I told the group assembled in a conference room at the National Institutes of Health. This was January 3, just 48 hours after the reporter had called me at home. The scientists sitting around the table, led by Vaccine Research Center Director John Mascola, knew what I was going to say next: "We are going to need a vaccine for whatever this new virus turns out to be."

Among those present was Barney Graham, a gentle giant of a man at 6 feet 5 inches tall, and one of the world's foremost vaccinologists. For years, Barney had been leading a group of scientists trying to develop the optimal immunogens for vaccines injected into the body. (An immunogen refers to the crucial part of any vaccine that generates the immune response.) They had been working with Moderna on a vaccine platform called mRNA, the result of groundbreaking research conducted over many years by Katalin Kariko and Drew Weissman, who would win the Nobel Prize in 2023. "Get me the viral genomic sequence," Barney said, "and we'll get working on a vaccine in days."

At this point, an FDA-approved vaccine had never before been made using mRNA technology, and although a lot of skepticism remained, my colleagues and I were very optimistic about it. Compared with other vaccines, the mRNA process is faster and more precise. The team needed the coronavirus's genomic sequence so that it could pick out the part that codes for the spike protein (the immunogen) and, together with Moderna, use it to make the correct mRNA.

From the January/February 2021 issue: How science beat the virus

Only a week later, on January 10, I received an excited phone call from Barney: Scientists had just uploaded the SARS-CoV-2 sequence to a public database. Barney then immediately contacted a company that produces artificial strings of genetic code. He placed an order for the nucleotide sequence, and this lifesaving product was delivered in a small test tube packaged in a FedEx envelope. The modest charge was put on a credit card.

But soon after, Barney made a sobering point: A full-blown vaccine effort, including clinical trials, was going to cost a lot of money, far beyond what was in the Vaccine Research Center's budget. I told him not to worry. "If this thing really explodes, I promise you, I will get us more money. You just go and make your vaccine."

About an hour into a meeting in the White House Situation Room on January 29, concerning how to evacuate U.S. citizens from Wuhan, President Donald Trump walked in. The first thing he did, to my great surprise, was look right at me.


Anthony Fauci briefs President Donald Trump in the White House Situation Room,
 January 29. (Joyce N. Boghosian / White House)



"Anthony," he said, "you are really a famous guy. My good friend Lou Dobbs told me that you are one of the smartest, knowledgeable, and outstanding persons he knows." I gulped. Thus began my first extended conversation with the 45th president of the United States. A big, imposing man, Trump had a New York swagger that I instantly recognized--a self-confident, backslapping charisma that reminded me of my own days in New York. For the next 20 minutes, as we discussed the new virus, the president directed many of his questions my way. I had met Trump only once before. In September 2019, I had been part of a group invited to the Oval Office for the signing of an executive order to manufacture and distribute flu vaccines. Prior to that, I had sometimes wondered what it would be like to interact with him. He had shocked me on day one of his presidency with his disregard of facts, such as the size of the crowd at his inauguration. His apocalyptic inaugural address also had taken me aback, as had his aggressive disrespect for the press. But at that brief signing ceremony, I had found him far more personable than I'd expected. Of course, I had no idea in January 2020 what the months and years ahead would be like.

I had confronted other terrible outbreaks over the course of my career--HIV in the 1980s, SARS in 2002 and 2003, Ebola in 2014, Zika in 2015--but none of them prepared me for the environment I would find myself in during the coronavirus pandemic. The nation was and is extremely polarized, with a large portion of Americans reflexively distrustful of expertise. On social media, anyone can pretend to be an expert, and malicious information is easily amplified. Soon I would come to learn just how dangerous these conditions can be.

I had confronted terrible outbreaks, but none of them prepared me for the environment I would find myself in during the coronavirus pandemic.

A code red went off in my mind during the week of January 23, when I saw photos in a newspaper showing that the Chinese government was quickly erecting a 1,000-bed prefabricated hospital. At that point, the virus had reportedly killed just 25 people and infected about 800, according to data the Chinese had released. Time out, I thought. Why would you need that many hospital beds when fewer than 1,000 people are infected? That was the moment I suspected we could be facing an unprecedented challenge, and my anxiety took a sharp turn upward.


Hundreds of construction workers erect a prefabricated hospital in Wuhan, January 28, 2020. (Getty)



By the very end of January, we were hearing that the cases in China were increasing by about 25 percent a day. Reportedly, more than 9,000 people were infected, and 213 people were dead. The number of infections in a single month had surpassed the 2002-03 SARS outbreak. The United States had discovered its first known case of this novel coronavirus on January 20; a 35-year-old man had returned home to Washington State from Wuhan with a severe cough and a fever. The CDC had already begun screening passengers at several U.S. airports, taking their temperature and asking them about symptoms such as a sore throat and a cough. We began to wonder: Should we recommend closing the United States to travelers from China? On January 31, seated in front of the Resolute desk, Health and Human Services Secretary Alex Azar, the CDC's Bob Redfield, and I explained the details of a proposed travel ban to the president. He posed several questions specifically to me about whether I was fully on board with the ban. "It is an imperfect process with some downsides, Mr. President, but I believe it's the best choice we have right now," I told him. Later that day, the Trump administration announced that travel restrictions would go into effect.

The White House communications team began arranging for me to appear on news shows. The entire world was transfixed by this rapidly evolving outbreak, and I became the public face of the country's battle with the disease. This was useful, in that I could both try to calm the country's anxieties and provide factual information. But it also led to the gross misperception, which grew exponentially over time, that I was in charge of most or even all of the federal government's response to the coronavirus. This would eventually make me the target of many people's frustration and anger.

On February 11, the World Health Organization officially designated the disease caused by the novel coronavirus as COVID-19, which was now spreading relentlessly around the world. And in the midst of this, the CDC, the country's premier public-health agency, was stumbling badly.

From the September 2020 issue: How the pandemic defeated America

The agency traditionally had a go-it-alone attitude, excluding input from outside sources. Its personnel were talented and deeply committed professionals. I respected them, and many were friends. But the CDC's approach, which is based on tracking symptoms, was poorly suited to dealing with a swiftly spreading disease in which, it would later turn out, more than a substantial portion of the transmissions come from people who are asymptomatic. The CDC was slow to recognize and act on that.

Another vulnerability was the way the CDC was set up to collect data. Rather than obtaining data firsthand, the agency depended on public-health departments around the country--but those departments did not consistently provide complete, up-to-date data. Some provided information reflecting what had occurred weeks earlier, not the day before. As the disease kept spreading, what was actually happening was always far worse than what the CDC's data were telling us at the time. Public-health officials had to constantly play catch-up.

The CDC had an outstanding track record for quickly creating tests for diseases like Zika. With COVID, however, instead of immediately partnering with the diagnostic industry, it started from scratch with a test that turned out to be defective. The agency then failed to fix the defect, and wasted even more time in developing adequate testing. February was a lost month as a result.

Although the CDC struggled, there was no mistaking the message delivered on February 25 by its director of immunization and respiratory diseases, Nancy Messonnier. She told reporters that a pandemic in the United States was no longer a matter of if but when, and that we should prepare to close schools and work remotely. "Disruption to everyday life may be severe," she announced. Nancy did the right thing: She told Americans the truth. But not surprisingly, her statement caused a firestorm. The media erupted, and the stock market plummeted nearly 1,000 points. Trump was furious.

The next day, he announced that Vice President Mike Pence would take over for Alex Azar as the head of the White House coronavirus task force. I met Pence the day he ran his first task-force meeting. He was soft-spoken and always solicited the medical opinions of the physicians on the task force. He listened carefully to our answers, often asking astute follow-up questions and never pretending to understand something if he did not. But I also picked up on little things that indicated how differently this administration operated from previous ones. Vice presidents are always publicly loyal to the president; that is part of the job. But Pence sometimes overdid it. During task-force meetings, he often said some version of "There are a lot of smart people around here, but we all know that the smartest person in the building is upstairs."


Vice President Mike Pence addresses reporters in the White House briefing room, March 3. (The Washington Post / Getty)



Others joined Pence in heaping praise on Trump. When the task force held teleconferences with governors, most of the Republicans started by saying, "Tell the president what a great job he is doing." But a couple of days after Nancy's bombshell announcement, when I got a surprise phone call from Trump at 10:35 p.m., I did not flatter him. What I did do during our 20-minute conversation was lay out the facts. I encouraged him not to underplay the seriousness of the situation. "That almost always comes back to bite you, Mr. President," I said. "If you are totally honest about what is happening with COVID, the country will respect you for it." He was courteous to me, and as we hung up, I felt satisfied that he had heard what I'd said.

I was worried about community spread, and I was particularly focused on Seattle. A longtime colleague called me from the city on March 3 and told me that 380 people with flu-like symptoms had been screened in four emergency rooms. Four had tested positive for COVID, a roughly 1 percent infection rate--that may not sound like much, but it was a clear signal that the virus was spreading among those unaware that they had been exposed. That meant the 1 percent was only a tiny fraction of what was actually already happening. When I brought this information to the task-force meeting, neither Pence nor Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin seemed to fully appreciate the seriousness of what I was telling them. While I was warning them of the impending disaster, the president was declaring outright to the press that the situation was under control. Without deliberately contradicting him, I kept repeating that things would get worse, and indeed they did.

During task-force meetings, Pence often said some version of "There are a lot of smart people around here, but we all know that the smartest person in the building is upstairs."

Then, in one Oval Office meeting, I mentioned to Trump that we were in the early stages of developing a COVID vaccine. This got his attention, and he quickly arranged a trip to the NIH. During his visit, Barney Graham told the president that within a couple of weeks, a Phase 1 trial would likely begin. The president asked, "Why can't we just use the flu vaccine for this virus?" It was not the first or the last time that he seemed to conflate COVID with influenza.

People associate science with immutable absolutes, when in fact science is a process that continually uncovers new information. As new information is uncovered, the process of science allows for self-correction. The biological and health sciences are different from the physical sciences and mathematics. With mathematics, two plus two equals four today, and two plus two will equal four 1,000 years from now. Not so with the biological sciences, where what we know evolves and uncertainty is common.

On March 8, I appeared on a 60 Minutes broadcast in a segment about COVID. At one point, I told the interviewer, "Right now in the United States, people should not be walking around with masks." I was expressing not just a personal opinion, but the consensus at the time--a view shared by the surgeon general and the CDC.

The supply of masks was already low. One fear was that there would be a stampede, and we would create an even greater shortage of masks needed by the health-care workers taking care of very ill COVID patients. Although there was accumulating evidence that the virus was spread by aerosol, this was not widely accepted, certainly not by the WHO. When additional information became available--including that the virus was readily spread by infected people who had no symptoms--we advised the public to wear masks. But this was how I became the public-health official who, very early in the pandemic, instructed people not to wear a mask. Later, my words would be twisted by extreme elements in an attempt to show that I and other scientists had misled the public, that we could not be trusted, and that we were flip-floppers.

What I came to realize is that our country is more profoundly divided than I'd ever understood. I remember a time when people expected diverse political opinions. You didn't have to agree, but you respected one another enough to listen. Now the partisanship is so intense that people refuse to even try. They ignore facts in favor of tribal politics. That's how you wind up with dangerous conspiracy theories. The controversy over masks illustrates a fundamental misperception of how science works. In reality, our understanding of COVID continually evolved, and our medical advice had to change to reflect this.

March 2020 was when COVID became frighteningly real to Americans. This was also around the time I started waking up with a jolt at 4 a.m. to stare at the ceiling with worry. I believe Trump thought that COVID would be temporary: A little time goes by, the outbreak is over, everyone goes back to work, and the election cycle can begin. He could not have imagined that the pandemic would go on for such a long time. I think this explains why he repeatedly asked me and others whether COVID resembled the flu. He desperately wanted the pandemic to disappear, just as flu does at the end of the flu season. Tragically, COVID was not the flu, and it did not vanish. Just the opposite. And so, with the ghastly reality setting in, Trump began to grab for an elixir that would cure this disease. Along came hydroxychloroquine.

Trump began hearing from the Fox News star Laura Ingraham and others who were promoting the drug as a COVID treatment. People have long taken hydroxychloroquine to prevent or treat malaria. It is also used to treat inflammatory and autoimmune diseases such as lupus and rheumatoid arthritis. Soon Trump began touting it to millions of worried Americans at our now-daily press briefings. But there were no clinical studies proving that this antimalarial drug would alleviate COVID. And it might even hurt people. The president seemed unable to grasp that anecdotes of how hydroxychloroquine might have helped some people with COVID did not translate into solid medical advice. This is when I realized that eventually, I would have to refute him publicly. This was not the White House I had known, and I'd been advising presidents since the Reagan administration. The differences were going to dramatically affect the way I could do my job. "Hydroxychloroquine doesn't work," I told reporters. After that, they would inevitably ask me if I agreed with something Trump had said, such as the idea that COVID would disappear "like a miracle." I would then have to respond with the truth: "Well, that's not going to happen."


Trump departs a daily coronavirus briefing, March 26. (Jonathan Ernst / Reuters / Redux)



I took no pleasure in contradicting the president of the United States. I have always had a great deal of respect for the Office of the President, and to publicly disagree with the president was unnerving at best and painful at worst. But it needed to be done. I take very seriously a statement in the first chapter of Harrison's Principles of Internal Medicine, of which I have been an editor for 40 years: "The patient is no mere collection of symptoms, signs, disordered functions, damaged organs, and disturbed emotions. [The patient] is human, fearful, and hopeful, seeking relief, help, and reassurance." This compels me to always be honest; to be unafraid of saying that I do not know something; to never overpromise; to be comforting, yet realistic. Admitting uncertainty is not fashionable in politics these days, but it is essential in my work. That's the beauty of science. You make a factual observation. If the facts change, the scientific process self-corrects. You gather new information and data that sometimes require you to change your opinion. This is how we better care for people over time. But too few people understand the self-corrective nature of science. In our daily press conferences, I tried to act as if the American public were my patient, and the principles that guided me through my medical career applied.

There is a widely circulated photo of me from a White House press briefing on March 20, in which I put my hand to my forehead in response to a comment the president had made. That day, Trump was especially flippant. He was standing with Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, making one provocative statement after another. Then he said, "Secretary of State Pompeo is extremely busy, so if you have any questions for him right now could you do that because ... I'd like him to go back to the State Department or, as they call it, the 'Deep State' Department." I had a moment of despair mixed with amusement. I put my hand to my forehead to hide my expression. This is when things began to get difficult for my family and me.

In late March, officials monitoring the dark web started to see a considerable amount of hostility and threats directed toward me. The problem was that a hard-core group saw me as a naysaying bureaucrat who was deliberately, even maliciously, undermining Trump. They loved and supported the president and regarded me as the enemy. To them, my hand-to-forehead moment validated what they already believed about me.


Fauci while Trump speaks at the March 20 coronavirus briefing (Erin Schaff / The New York Times / Redux)



As a result, I was assigned a security detail. For years, AIDS had made me a target, but that was largely before social media. Back then, I used to get one or two insulting letters a month, mostly homophobic rants, sent to my office at the NIH. Now my family and I were barraged by emails, texts, and phone calls. I was outraged that my wife, Christine, and our daughters were harassed with foul language and sexually explicit messages, and threatened with violence and even death. I was angry and wanted to lash out. But these direct expressions of hatred did not distract or frighten me. I did not have time for fear. I had a job to do.

My training as a physician in a busy New York City hospital had taught me to push through crises and fatigue, to not feel sorry for myself. During the pandemic, Christine also insisted that I balance the demands of work with taking care of myself. ("You are going to bed at a decent hour, you are going to eat regular meals, and you are going to carry a water bottle," she said in a way that left no room for argument.) Her advice helped me get through everything that followed.

But in the ensuing years, I also came to realize that addressing the root cause of our country's division is beyond my capabilities as a scientist, physician, and public servant. That doesn't mean I've given up hope that the country can be healed. I believe scientific education is more crucial now than it has ever been in American history. Children should learn what the scientific process is, how it works, and that it self-corrects. Most of all, I believe we need to reclaim civility. To do so, we need to understand that we're all more alike than we are different--that we share common goals for ourselves and for our communities. We need to learn to talk to one another again. And we need to figure that out before the next pandemic hits.



This article was adapted from Anthony Fauci's book On Call: A Doctor's Journey in Public Service. It appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "The First Three Months." 
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The Secret Code of Pickup Basketball

The game presents a social problem: How does one find comity among a group of jostling strangers?

by Ross Andersen




The only immovable object on my weekly calendar is a Sunday-night basketball game. We play in a rented gym in Washington, D.C., usually at a high school, because we're all conserving cartilage and the local middle schools don't place much cushioning underneath the hardwood. The game has been running for more than 20 years, but it wasn't always on Sunday nights, and none of the original players is still around. When people get hurt or move away, they're replaced like planks on the Ship of Theseus. The continuity of the game is the important thing. It has to stay in motion, but not because anyone is trying to get somewhere. None of our regulars retains any ambition of climbing up to some higher echelon of organized basketball, at least I hope not. That's part of the game's magic. The enlivening competitive energies that it summons have no higher purpose. They are entirely internal to the game. Play in earliest childhood has this quality.

In 2015, Nick Rogers, now a sociologist at the University of Pittsburgh, conducted an ethnography of a pickup-basketball game. Like an anthropologist who heads into the bush to live with tribe members, Rogers became one of the game's regulars. During breaks, he took hurried notes on his iPhone. (Nice work, if you can get it.) Rogers wanted to understand the paradox of pickup basketball. Its culture is aggressively masculine. Its players tend to be diverse in age, race, and class. They jostle one another, elbow to elbow. They collide with full force. They get loud. And yet, fights are relatively rare. Rogers believes that this carefully pitched intensity is enabled by a special set of norms. These aren't etched into stone like the Ten Commandments, he told me, but the players he interviewed on the sidelines were all fluent in them, and even reverent toward them. This unspoken code keeps the game from tipping over into violence. It allows a small group of perfect strangers with little in common besides basketball to experience a flow state--a brief, but intense, form of group transcendence.

Ethnographers like him have infiltrated nearly every part of the sports world. They have embedded themselves in locker rooms, team buses, and even vendor booths at baseball-card shows. One slipped into the cold Pacific along California's coast on early mornings, for months, to study how surfers take turns. Pickup basketball has attracted particular attention from sociologists because it is such a social game. To play it well, five people--which is to say, a group roughly the size of a rock band, a hunting party, or a nuclear family--must move together in a way that can be improvised in real time. They may all be strangers, and yet the ball will pass among them as though controlled by one mind. I've been an intermittent part of these games for most of my adult life without ever really thinking through what they represent, or how they come together. One aspect of the paradox of pickup basketball is its invisibility to those who play.

From April 2000: The best pickup-basketball player in America

The sociologist Jason Jimerson conducted the first participant-observer study of pickup basketball, in the 1990s. He was inspired by a pair of writers who had traveled across the United States in search of the country's best games. As a master's student at the University of Virginia, Jimerson played every week at a gym near campus. He later published a paper describing how players maximized time on the court and quality of play. As a Ph.D. student at the University of Chicago, he returned to the subject for his dissertation. He began playing in a lunchtime game at the YMCA in Waukegan, a suburb just outside the city.

"Basketball started at the Y," Jimerson told me. This one was right next to a courthouse. A judge and probation officer would sometimes play with someone who had recently been imprisoned. Between games, Jimerson dictated notes into a tape recorder. He even filmed some of the action. He wanted to compare different basketball cultures. He started playing at Cabrini-Green, a Chicago housing project that has since been torn down. When Jimerson's colleagues told him that they feared for his safety, he sensed a touch of racism, but still, he took precautions. To endear himself to his fellow players, he bought a pair of expensive leather basketballs and brought them to games. "I knew there was a reason we let you study us," one of them told him.

Jimerson has a poetic and plainspoken definition of sociology: He calls it "the science of people doing things together." He took on pickup basketball as a research subject because it's a very difficult thing that groups of people do together--even when they are very different from one another. If good feelings pass frequently among them, that helps. Rogers was interested in how players generate this atmosphere of fellow feeling. He had read Jimerson's work; he was a prepared observer. He noticed that teammates maintained a strong norm of mutual encouragement, even--or especially--when one of them wasn't very good. "Someone would miss a shot, and instead of their teammates saying, 'Don't shoot anymore, loser,' they would say, 'Keep shooting, shooter,'" Rogers told me. Players who dribbled endlessly, or attempted low-percentage fadeaway three-pointers, were also dealt with gently. Someone might communicate their displeasure by rolling their eyes, subtly, to other teammates or bystanders. But they wouldn't confront those players directly.

To keep the larger game from breaking down, players also have to cooperate with their opponents, especially in the absence of neutral referees. The difficulty of this task depends on how many players are waiting on the sidelines, Jimerson told me. If there are just a few, then most people get to play again immediately whether they win or lose. As a consequence, they aren't as competitive. The quality of the game diminishes, but there aren't as many conflicts. The more players who are waiting, the higher the stakes, because losing may mean sitting through two games--and when stakes are too high, Jimerson said, "people really start fouling."

The larger social order is most endangered during competitive games. Disputes may begin when players disagree about the score, or whether someone traveled or stepped out of bounds, but most happen when people argue about fouls. In pickup basketball, individual players must announce when they've been smacked, shoved, or otherwise touched inappropriately. Like any responsible sociologist, Jimerson is hesitant to traffic in universals, but he told me that nearly all pickup-basketball players have a norm against calling "ticky tack" fouls, which are too light to have really affected a person's shot. The whole point of pickup basketball is to keep the game moving, he said. (Group flow states are a core interest for Jimerson; he has also done ethnographic research on musicians who perform in impromptu jam sessions.) This is why no one shoots free throws in pickup; it would interrupt the game. But so do extended arguments. In my Sunday-night game, we have an explicit norm that if a player says they were fouled, opposing players are supposed to respect the call, even if they disagree.

Read: The science behind basketball's biggest debate

Such norms are standard in pickup basketball, but any player can tell you that they're sometimes broken. Michael DeLand, a sociologist at Gonzaga University, told me that he observed extended disputes while playing in a long-running pickup game in Santa Monica. He chose it because it was more intimate than the world-famous games just down the coast at Venice Beach. He wanted to get to know the players. "There were Orthodox Jewish guys playing with businessmen, bartenders, bouncer types, rappers, and actors," DeLand said. They arrived by foot, bike, bus, and car. Some became friends. DeLand noticed that when players engaged in extended arguments on the court, a folk legal process played out. People appealed to precedent. They made statements of evidence. Those who were waiting on the sidelines for the next game served as a jury, although their verdict wasn't necessarily dispositive. Players on the blacktop would sometimes say, "Fuck you, you don't get a say," DeLand told me.

Rogers also studied disputes at the state-school gym where he played. He noticed upper limits to the intensity of verbal disagreement. Players were hesitant to use the sort of homophobic or misogynistic slurs that are common in, say, an online game of Call of Duty, because they would prolong the argument and make violence more likely. Even at their angriest, players would try to give off some signal that they weren't taking the dispute so seriously, Rogers told me. They could be nose to nose, screaming at each other, but they would also smile subtly, or find another way to convey that they weren't looking to escalate into a fight. In many instances, when players reached an impasse, someone would shoot to settle the matter. Rogers stressed that this was "more than just a semi-random way to resolve the dispute." Players seemed to have a mystical belief that the basketball gods would dictate the outcome of the shot, expressed in an axiom familiar to almost all pickup-basketball players: "Ball don't lie."

Jimerson told me that he thinks of basketball as "a third place," apart from home and work. In a third place, the usual social hierarchies are suppressed. People feel comfortable being themselves around strangers, and relating to others. That's why a good regular game is a beautiful and fragile thing. I count myself lucky to have had a spot in one (or more) for nearly all of my adult life, and plan to keep it that way for as long as possible. I've known several guys who played into their 60s. It didn't surprise me to learn that Jimerson is one of them. His last years on the court were some of his favorite. "Old guys have a different understanding of the game," he told me. They know how to use back cuts and how to pass. They get into fewer disputes. They keep the game moving. The luckiest ones stay healthy long enough to play pickup with their adult kids.

Injuries give players a taste of dreaded, but inevitable, retirement. For the past few months, a friend I play with in a different game has been healing from a torn calf muscle. His doctor has barred him from the hardwood. He described this experience to me as a disturbance of the soul. Basketball is where he gets his exercise but also human connection. He shows up to the game with his full self, and he knows that others will too. "I love watching these grown-ass men limping around, giving every ounce of their energy to try to win," he told me. On many holidays, he drops a message of gratitude into our WhatsApp group. He thanks us for the many blessings of the game and the microcommunity it has created. He talks about how much he cherishes it. Last week, he sent over a different message, an announcement. He described it as long overdue. He had been cleared to start stretching. By early July, he said, he'd be back on the court. It will be good to see him.
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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 obesity, but the latest weight-loss 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, infected a man in Mexico who died 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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        We Ruined Rain
        Marina Koren

        Water gave every living thing on Earth the gift of existence. And yet, of late, it seems determined to wipe us out. The Atlantic hurricane season, widely predicted to be a fierce one, is here, and early this morning the first named storm, Alberto, made landfall in northeastern Mexico and drenched everything in its path.And in Florida last week, it was as if the heavens had turned on the tap and simply left it running. The state's south usually gets about eight to 10 inches of rain throughout June;...

      

      
        Miami Is Entering a State of Unreality
        Mario Alejandro Ariza

        This article was published in partnership with Floodlight.

Hank Perez, 72, was trying to get home to North Miami Beach on Wednesday afternoon last week, but the rain had other plans. Floodwaters as high as the hood of Perez's gray Toyota Yaris stalled the car; he pulled onto the median and called for roadside assistance, but it never came. Thousands of other commuters found themselves in similar straits: About a foot and a half of water had fallen across South Florida--not the product of a hurric...

      

      
        The New Calculus of Summer Workouts
        Katherine J. Wu

        Nothing compares to the perfect summer run. All winter, even through spring, I sustain myself with the dream of jogging in shorts down a dry, grass-lined path, unencumbered by puddles or black ice. But that dream is becoming more elusive. Now, in mid-June, I already dread the prospect of being outside past about 7:30 in the morning. Summer is set to officially start on Thursday, and the coming season looks to be, once again, marred by record-breaking temperatures, prolonged heat waves, and devast...

      

      
        The Koala Paradox
        Katherine J. Wu

        Photographs by James BuggTen-month-old Emerson fixed his big brown eyes on me and yawned. Still groggy from a nap, the koala rubbed his face, then stuck out an expectant paw. The nurse escorting me through his enclosure smiled. "He's looking for his milk," she said.Four months earlier, when Emerson was admitted to Northern Rivers Koala Hospital, in New South Wales, Australia, he was so small that volunteers had to feed him with a syringe, dribbling formula into his mouth, his furry body swaddled ...

      

      
        Most Life on Earth Is Dormant Right Now
        Dan Samorodnitsky

        This article was originally published by Quanta Magazine.Researchers recently reported the discovery of a natural protein, named Balon, that can bring a cell's production of new proteins to a screeching halt. Balon was found in bacteria that hibernate in Arctic permafrost, but it also seems to be made by many other organisms and may be an overlooked mechanism for dormancy throughout the tree of life.For most life forms, the ability to shut oneself off is essential to staying alive. Harsh conditio...

      

      
        Stingrays Are a Bigger Threat Than Sharks
        Katharine Gammon

        This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.Stingray 12 is surprisingly calm for an animal that's getting squeegeed. The ray, roughly the size of a dinner plate, is submerged in the sand of a tank about the size of a chest freezer; even the golden eyes on top of her head are buried in the sediment. She stays motionless as the researcher Ben Perlman, of California State University at Long Beach (CSULB), carefully pushes the sand from her mottled-brown body--the squeegee offering the sci...

      

      
        You Have Every Reason to Avoid Breathing Wildfire Smoke
        Zoe Schlanger

        Summertime in North America is becoming smoke season. Last summer, when a haze from catastrophic Canadian wildfires hung over the continent--turning Montreal, where I lived at the time, an unearthly gray and my home city of New York a putrid orange--plenty of people seemed untroubled by this reality. Relatively few people wore masks; infamously, an outdoor yoga class continued on a skyscraper terrace in Manhattan. Research has long shown that exposure to the tiny particles that make up wildfire smoke is a major health hazard;...

      

      
        One Satellite Crash Could Upend Modern Life
        Marina Koren

        Updated at 5:03 p.m. ET on June 14, 2024Earlier this year, two satellites from two adversarial countries nearly collided while orbiting Earth at thousands of miles an hour. The first, an American spacecraft on a NASA mission to study the planet's upper atmosphere, wasn't built to maneuver in orbit. The second, a Russian surveillance spacecraft, was defunct, and thus uncontrollable. The only thing people on Earth could do was watch. Darren McKnight, a space-debris expert, stayed up all night on Fe...

      

      
        How Much Worse Would a Bird-Flu Pandemic Be?
        Katherine J. Wu

        Updated at 12:05 p.m. ET on June 7, 2024Our 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 infe...
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We Ruined Rain

Water is a cosmic gift. Climate change is turning it into a weapon.

by Marina Koren




Water gave every living thing on Earth the gift of existence. And yet, of late, it seems determined to wipe us out. The Atlantic hurricane season, widely predicted to be a fierce one, is here, and early this morning the first named storm, Alberto, made landfall in northeastern Mexico and drenched everything in its path.

And in Florida last week, it was as if the heavens had turned on the tap and simply left it running. The state's south usually gets about eight to 10 inches of rain throughout June; some parts of Southern Florida received about 20 inches of rain in just 24 hours, turning streets impassable, damaging homes, and enveloping cars.

This type of rainfall has become more frequent and intense in recent decades. A warmer atmosphere can hold more moisture, and plenty is available as warmer temperatures at the Earth's surface allow more water to evaporate. In a hotter world, when it rains, it really pours. Experts call torrents such as those in Florida 100-year storms, even 1,000-year storms. And yet, they've been occurring with alarming frequency across the United States and in other parts of the world.

Extreme precipitation is a sign of how fundamentally humans have managed to alter the workings of our planet. The first rains on Earth fell several billion years ago, covering the once-molten surface with seas where life eventually emerged. Even now, as scientists search for signs of habitable worlds beyond Earth, they follow the water because they understand that it turned this little ball of rock into a paradise for life. But by burning fossil fuels for about 250 years--no time at all, on the scale of our planet's history--humans have turned a cosmic wonder into a weapon.

Read: Playing God with the atmosphere

Climate change has disrupted the water cycle, speeding up every phase in the ancient, endless process that circulates H2O among the oceans, atmosphere, and land. Global sea levels have risen about 0.15 inches each year over the past decade, more than double the annual increase recorded in the 20th century, both because the ice at Earth's poles is melting (even faster than predicted) and because water expands when it warms. The excess threatens to inundate coastal communities, especially during rainstorms, and eat away at their shores; one inch of sea-level rise leads to the loss of 8.5 feet of coastline.

Meanwhile, hurricanes, fueled by hot oceans, are becoming wetter. Even non-hurricane storms, combined with rising seas, are turning dangerous and straining infrastructure. The storm in Florida overwhelmed Miami's already struggling canal network, where "less rain, or rain that fell at a gentler rate, would have drained away easily," Mario Alejandro Ariza wrote in The Atlantic earlier this week.

The heavy rain in Mexico is, in some ways, a blessing--the area has recently been parched. Droughts are growing in severity around the world, but even when they're broken by rainstorms, the relief comes with its own dangers. Over the past couple of winters, record-breaking rains have rescued California from a prolonged drought, but they have also produced deadly floods.

If you zoom out over the storm clouds to consider Earth as it truly is--a planet orbiting one of countless stars, a tiny blue dot in an endless universe--the way we're treating our precious water starts to look like a cosmic disgrace. Astronomical observations have turned up evidence of rain on other worlds, but the droplets are made of methane, iron, quartz, and even sand, not the H2O that helped create and nourish life as we know it.

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

When astronomers look for the signature of water farther afield, in the atmospheres of planets around other suns, they're imagining the possibility not just of microbial life--the types of aliens that we're looking for in our own solar system--but of intelligent beings, members of an advanced civilization that has amassed stories and records of its own water cycle. After all, "rain is not only part of our chaotic atmosphere, but part of our chaotic selves--connected in every holy book from the Bible to the Rig Veda, every human genre from cuneiform script to Chopin," the journalist Cynthia Barnett wrote in Rain: A Natural and Cultural History in 2015. If water gave rise to all that here, why couldn't the same be true on another planet?

The thought of such a discovery is what makes the detection of water vapor on some far-off exoplanet so exciting, especially when that world orbits within its star's habitable zone, as Earth does. But the presence of some water isn't itself a guarantee of life. The sheer amount of water on our planet is, as far as astronomers can tell, a remarkably lucky exception. The other rocky planets in our neighborhood, Venus and Mars, had their own water cycles, with oceans and rain, before they boiled and froze, respectively. But Earth has managed to hold on to its water, the gift that started it all.

For Michael Rawlins, a professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst who studies the water cycle, the increase in historic deluges feel almost karmic. "Societies around the globe have developed because of the use of fossil fuels," Rawlins told me; tapping that ancient reservoir became its own problem as the resulting carbon emissions warmed the planet. Water, even more crucially, made life here possible, and yet now, because of climate change, that too "is almost coming back to bite us." But fossil fuels were not a precondition to our existence. Water is, and we're acting as if maintaining its balance is not a paramount condition of our future. In the past, we attributed such devastating rains and floods to divine powers, the work of unseen, raging gods. But in this age, we have to face the reality that we're the ones who have turned a cosmic abundance into a cataclysm.
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Miami Is Entering a State of Unreality

No amount of adaptation to climate change can fix Miami's water problems.

by Mario Alejandro Ariza




This article was published in partnership with Floodlight.
 
 Hank Perez, 72, was trying to get home to North Miami Beach on Wednesday afternoon last week, but the rain had other plans. Floodwaters as high as the hood of Perez's gray Toyota Yaris stalled the car; he pulled onto the median and called for roadside assistance, but it never came. Thousands of other commuters found themselves in similar straits: About a foot and a half of water had fallen across South Florida--not the product of a hurricane or a tropical storm but of a rainstorm, dubbed Invest 90L, a deluge that meteorologists are calling a once-in-200-years event. It was the fourth such massive rainfall to smite southeastern Florida in as many years.



"Rain bombs" such as Invest 90L are products of our hotter world; warmer air has more room between its molecules for moisture. That water is coming for greater Miami and the 6 million people who live here. This glittering city was built on a drained swamp and sits atop porous limestone; as the sea keeps rising, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration forecasts that South Florida could see almost 11 extra inches of ocean by 2040. Sunny-day flooding, when high tides gurgle up and soak low-lying ground, has increased 400 percent since 1998, with a significant increase after 2006; a major hurricane strike with a significant storm surge could displace up to 1 million people. And with every passing year, the region's infrastructure seems more ill-equipped to deal with these dangers, despite billions of dollars spent on adaptation.



Thirty years ago, when the dangers of climate change were beginning to be understood but had not yet arrived in force, the creeping catastrophe facing Miami might have been averted. But as atmospheric concentrations of carbon reach levels not seen in 3 million years, politicians promise resilience while ignoring emissions; developers race to build a bounty of luxury condos, never mind the swiftly rising sea. Florida is entering a subtropical state of unreality in which these decisions don't add up.


 A massive network of canals keeps this region from reverting to a swamp, and sea-level rise is making operating them more challenging. The biggest canals, run by the South Florida Water Management District (SFWMD), offer primary drainage; smaller canals are operated by municipalities and private entities. The majority of these canals drain to the sea during low tides using gravity. But sea-level rise erodes the system's capacity to drain water--so much so that SFWMD has already identified several main canals that need to be augmented with pumps. The scary part about last week's flood is that it didn't happen during particularly high tides: Less rain, or rain that fell at a gentler rate, would have drained away easily.
 
 Other adaptation initiatives are under way. Miami is overhauling how it deals with stormwater, and has installed pumps and backflow valves in vulnerable and low-lying neighborhoods. Miami Beach has spent about a decade raising roads, installing pumps, and improving its infrastructure in a multimillion-dollar effort to buy time.

But the amount of rain that did fall last week is the sort of extreme-weather event that infrastructure planners don't design for, if only because it would be too expensive to construct stormwater systems capable of moving that much water that quickly. "Nowhere can withstand this much rain," Bryan McNoldy, a senior researcher at the University of Miami's Rosenstiel School of Marine, Atmospheric, and Earth Science, told me. At his home in Biscayne Park, he slept uneasily on Wednesday night after nine inches of rain fell in just 11 hours. "That's definitely more than what my area can ingest," he said on Friday. Just a few more inches of rain would have meant water coming up through his floorboards.



The state government isn't exactly ignoring the rising water. Governor Ron DeSantis and his administration have attempted to address the havoc caused by the changing climate with his $1.8 billion Resilient Florida Program, an initiative to help communities adapt to sea-level rise and more intense flooding. But the governor has also signed a bill into law that would make the term climate change largely verboten in state statutes. That same bill effectively boosted the use of methane, a powerful greenhouse gas, in Florida by reducing regulations on gas pipelines and increasing protections on gas stoves. In a post on X the day he signed the bill, DeSantis called this "restoring sanity in our approach to energy and rejecting the agenda of the radical green zealots."



Climate researchers, for their part, refer to this strategy as "agnostic adaptation"--attempting to deal with the negative effects of climate change while advancing policies that silence discussion or ignore climate change's causes. On Friday, at a press conference in Hollywood, Florida--which received more than 20 inches of rain--DeSantis repeated his message, emphasizing that "we don't want our climate policy driven by climate ideology."
 
 The Earth's carbon cycle--which has not witnessed such a rapid increase in atmospheric carbon dioxide in the past 50,000 years--is without ideology. The carbon goes into the atmosphere, and everything that follows follows. In Miami, as the water levels rise, researchers predict that low-lying neighborhoods across the region will lose population. Eventually, Florida's policies of agnostic adaptation will have to deal with this looming reality, where adaptation is clearly impossible, and retreat is the only option left.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/06/miami-climate-change-floods/678718/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The New Calculus of Summer Workouts

Summer extremes are making exercising outdoors so much grosser.

by Katherine J. Wu




Nothing compares to the perfect summer run. All winter, even through spring, I sustain myself with the dream of jogging in shorts down a dry, grass-lined path, unencumbered by puddles or black ice. But that dream is becoming more elusive. Now, in mid-June, I already dread the prospect of being outside past about 7:30 in the morning. Summer is set to officially start on Thursday, and the coming season looks to be, once again, marred by record-breaking temperatures, prolonged heat waves, and devastating fires. As climate change pushes the environment to new and more frequent extremes, exercising outdoors in the spring and summer is getting--to use a technical term--grosser.



Summer has long been a time of year when people are more active, by as much as 20 percent, according to one study; millions of Americans camp, hike, jog, fish, or bike outside, taking advantage of the longer days, the respite from school, the riot of active wildlife and greenery. But being outdoors is starting to become synonymous with dangerous exposure, and the effects of the climate crisis appear to be reducing levels of physical activity around the world. Last summer in the U.S., hazardous air and sweltering temperatures closed hiking trails and cloistered campers indoors; marathons and triathlons--designed to push a notoriously stubborn bunch of athletes to their limits--were canceled too. And with the Summer Olympics in Paris fast approaching, some experts are worried about the toll of extreme heat--and about the strength of the contingency plans in current regulations and guidelines.



Based on the trajectory the world is on, summer extremes dangerous enough to compromise outside activities are "going to be happening more and more," Carol Ewing Garber, an exercise physiologist at Columbia University, told me. People hoping to enjoy the outdoors will have to choose between chasing the perks of nature and minimizing exposure to new environmental extremes.



The clearest risk of exercising on hot days is heat stroke. When the body's core temperature rises, toxins leak out of the gut, sparking inflammation throughout the body; the heart strains to deliver blood; the kidneys falter as fluid levels fall. What starts off as mild heat exhaustion--headaches and dizziness--can quickly transform into a serious bout of vomiting, delirium, cramps, and fainting, signs that the condition could soon turn fatal.



Each person's threshold for too much heat, though, depends on factors such as baseline health, level of training, exertion, and precautions against overheating, Michael Sawka, an environmental physiologist at the Georgia Institute of Technology, told me. According to the National Weather Service, once the wet-bulb globe temperature--which takes into account humidity, wind, cloud cover, even the angle of the sun--crests above 90 degrees Fahrenheit, just 15 minutes of working or exercising in direct sunlight can seriously stress the body. For some official sporting events, such as road races--during which athletes go particularly long and hard--the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) has urged organizers to cancel or recommend voluntary withdrawal at wet-bulb temperatures above 82 degrees Fahrenheit. And because humidity stifles the ability of sweat to cool the skin, muggy days are a worry even when temperatures don't seem that high--especially for populations with underlying health conditions. In New York, for instance, "anything above 80 [degrees], really, we kind of get concerned," Sonika Patel, a cardiologist at NewYork-Presbyterian, told me.



Human bodies can also adapt to tolerate more heat--often, within just days. As people repeatedly expose themselves to higher temperatures, the amount of plasma in the blood increases, making it easier for the heart to shunt blood to the skin to dissipate heat; the sensors that trigger sweating recalibrate to make cooling more efficient. In laboratories, researchers frequently document athletes who have trained themselves to exercise with core body temperatures cresting regularly above about 105 degrees Fahrenheit. Still, these tricks aren't cure-alls: The body can only produce so much sweat at a time, for instance.



Behavioral hacks to beat the heat have their limits too. Many guides for exercising during heat waves recommend tricks such as wearing airy clothing, working out in the shade, keeping hydrated, and scheduling activities to avoid the hottest hours of the day. But fabrics can get only so loose and light; shade isn't always available or consistent; adequately hydrating requires heeding cues beyond thirst. And as average temperatures climb higher and higher, many of the mornings and evenings that offered respites from the heat are no longer cool enough to be comfortable. One day last summer, Phoenix logged a low of 97 degrees Fahrenheit.



Although some people certainly are taking these risks into account, when it comes to heat, "we often underestimate the impact on the body," Garber told me; this can be especially true for those dead set on squeezing in a regular workout. And despite the ACSM's guidelines, Tamara Hew-Butler, an exercise physiologist at Wayne State University, points out that canceling endurance events during heat is far from the default. Generally, she told me, the idea is to instead "just modify your training" to ready yourself for the heat. Even recreational sports leagues for kids will keep practices going in arguably dicey conditions.



The dangers of smoky days are in some ways clearer. There's no question that exposure to pollutants comes with risk, especially for young kids, older people, and anyone already battling respiratory issues: Inhaling fine particulate matter can raise the risk of heart issues, lung disease, diabetes, and cognitive impairment; gases such as ozone can exacerbate asthma. Exercise, by definition a higher metabolic state, ups the rate at which those pollutants enter airways. And unlike the case with heat, there's not much encouraging evidence to suggest that people can acclimate to working out healthfully in bad air, Michael Koehle, an environmental physiologist at the University of British Columbia, told me.



But balancing those risks with the benefits of outdoor activity is still a judgment call. Staying inside on a single horrendously smoke-choked day is a solid choice. The more summer days end up clogged with pollution, though, the hazier the long-term trade-offs of that decision become. Some researchers, such as Linsey Marr, an environmental engineer at Virginia Tech, err on the side of caution: Going off of the EPA's color-coded air-quality index, she deems orange levels of air quality a "time to start scaling back." At red, the next level up, "people should not exercise outdoors," she told me.



Koehle, meanwhile, worries about going too strict. If pollutants shorten or cancel someone's workout for a day or two, that's not a huge deal, but periods of bad air quality can in some cases stretch into weeks and months. "The worst thing that can happen long term is that people cease to be active because they're worried about the air quality," Koehle told me. People who exercise outdoors may be exposed to some harmful substances in the short term. But it takes a while, he said, for the true health consequences to unfold, and in the meantime, they can still reap the physical and mental benefits of staying active. (One good way to strike a balance, he noted, is to focus on briefer, higher-intensity workouts.) Still, even Koehle draws a line with wildfires and other pollution events extreme enough that "you can't see the sky," he said. Certainly, purple, the next level up from red on the American air-quality index, is a clear cue to overhaul his fitness routine.



In some ways, working out indoors is the most straightforward answer to these conundrums. But gyms and home equipment are pricey, plenty of Americans don't have air-conditioning, and indoor air quality can present its own concerns. And restricting activities to indoor venues automatically rules out recreation that's designed to be--and, let's face it, will always be better--outdoors. Indoor baseball stadiums exist but aren't the norm, and just try floating the idea of moving an ultramarathon inside. If an inhospitable climate pushes people to revise their outdoor plans, some may give up on working out entirely--which may leave the population less prepared overall for more environmental extremes ahead. Staying fit is key to staving off many of the medical conditions that can make heat waves and pollution more dangerous. "One of the big recommendations we give people with cardiovascular-disease factors is to exercise more," Patel told me. "But what if we see people who aren't able to do that?"


 The costs of these changes will be more than physical. Getting outdoors is also an opportunity for people to spend time with others, to breathe what fresh air is available, to soak up vitamin D, to experience nature in ways they can't inside. For kids, especially, the outdoors are essential places to find communities. People who spend more time in green spaces think better and experience less stress. They have lower rates of anxiety and depression. My own itch to jog outside has never just been about the calorie burn or the steps; it's about experiencing the world in ways I otherwise can't. So far, I've been lucky in my pocket of New England. But I'm dreading the day when my perfect summer runs become fantasies that exist only in my head.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/06/heat-smoke-climate-summer-exercise/678716/?utm_source=feed
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The Koala Paradox

Can Australia find a way to protect its most beloved animal?

by Katherine J. Wu


Emerson is one of roughly 350 koalas admitted annually to Northern Rivers Koala Hospital, in New South Wales, Australia.



Ten-month-old Emerson fixed his big brown eyes on me and yawned. Still groggy from a nap, the koala rubbed his face, then stuck out an expectant paw. The nurse escorting me through his enclosure smiled. "He's looking for his milk," she said.

Four months earlier, when Emerson was admitted to Northern Rivers Koala Hospital, in New South Wales, Australia, he was so small that volunteers had to feed him with a syringe, dribbling formula into his mouth, his furry body swaddled in a towel. Now healthy and about five pounds, he was one of the most effortlessly anthropomorphized animals I had ever come across. With his big nose and round-bodied floofiness, his shuffling movements, his droopy eyelids and eagerness to cuddle, he seemed like nature's ultimate cross between a teddy bear, a bumbling grandpa, and a sleepy toddler.

"The first thing I tell my volunteers when they come here to start is: 'You will not be cuddling these koalas,' " Jen Ridolfi, the volunteer coordinator for Friends of the Koala, the nonprofit that runs Northern Rivers, told me. But sometimes even the most stoic get attached. Many koalas spend months here; volunteers call them "dear," "sweetie," and "love." I watched one volunteer lean down to coo at a male named Gigachad. "I just want to kiss his nose," she said, before quickly assuring me that she wouldn't. Even FOK's veterinary staff will occasionally pat the backs of koalas during routine checkups or slip a hand into the paw of an animal under anesthesia.

Ridolfi is vigilant about volunteers for a reason. Of the roughly 350 koalas admitted annually to Northern Rivers, only about a third survive. Chief among the threats they face is chlamydia--yes, that chlamydia--a bacterial infection that in koalas, as in humans, spreads primarily via sex, and can cause blindness, infertility, and other severe, sometimes fatal complications. Car collisions and dog attacks are not far behind. Koalas are also vulnerable to cancers, fungal infections, herpes, parasites, kidney problems, mange, and a retrovirus that might leave them immunocompromised.

These acute perils are compounded by more chronic ones: habitat destruction; genetic fragility; and climate change, which fuels heat waves, droughts, and wildfires that scorch the trees that koalas live in and eat from. "The biology of the species has been hammered by humans," Edward Narayan, a biologist at the University of Queensland, told me. Some koala populations have, in recent decades, fallen by 80 percent. In 2022, Australia's federal government declared the animals endangered in Queensland, New South Wales, and the Australian Capital Territory, essentially the eastern third of the country.





Top and bottom: A koala is treated for a chlamydia infection at the hospital. (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



Koalas are far from Australia's most endangered animal--they're not even its most endangered marsupial. (Pity the Gilbert's potoroo, a rat-kangaroo the size of a guinea pig, and the very rare and very whiskered northern hairy-nosed wombat.) But if there's any creature that people are motivated to save, it's the koala. Since 2019, the Australian government has dedicated the equivalent of about 50 million U.S. dollars to conserving the species, far more than it has allocated to animals in greater peril. Koalas are a national icon and, like many other charismatic megafauna, a boon for tourism. Plus people just seem to connect with them in a way they do with few other animals.

But the places where koalas prefer to live--lush, coastal regions--are also the places that human beings find most hospitable. Which means that even an animal this beloved may test the limits of what people are willing to sacrifice to save another species.

Maria Matthes can spot koalas in trees even while driving 50 miles an hour down roads riddled with potholes. "Did you see them?" she asked me. "There were at least five koalas, just down that stretch." (I had seen zero.) Matthes, an ecologist who works with Friends of the Koala, grew up naming the koalas that loafed around in her backyard. Now she spends her time surveying wild koalas. When she spots a sick one, she sets out to trap it.

The day we met, Matthes was attempting, for the third time, to snare Dumpling, a koala that had been lurking for weeks on the property of her friends Jo Walton and Peter Boucher. Dumpling was clearly not well. She looked frail. The fur on her rump was wet and stained reddish brown--an indication that she suffered from an inflammatory condition called cystitis. Matthes had seen these signs before: Dumpling had chlamydia, and she'd had it for a while. In all likelihood, Matthes said, the bacterial pathogen had spread to her reproductive tract, lining it with cysts that can be as big as oranges. At this stage of the disease, Dumpling was likely dehydrated and in serious pain, struggling to move or even eat.

Sexually transmitted infections have never been just a human problem: Dolphins have genital herpes; pigs exchange brucellosis; rabbits, notoriously promiscuous, get syphilis. For the most part, STIs are not hastening the decline of entire species. But for koalas, chlamydia is a scourge. They lack immunity to the pathogen, which some researchers suspect was introduced to koalas by imported livestock in the 18th century. Retroviral infections, too, may be speeding the spread of the deadly disease.

At FOK, the majority of koalas admitted with chlamydia must be euthanized shortly after they arrive. Among those that receive treatment, fewer than half survive: The drugs that kill the pathogen can also destroy koalas' fragile gut microbes.

The threat of chlamydia is also growing as the disease seeps into just about every corner of the species' northern range. In 2008, scientists tracking one population around the town of Gunnedah, New South Wales, which calls itself the "koala capital of the world," found chlamydia in less than 10 percent of the koalas they tested. Now the disease is thought to be present in nearly every koala there; within just a few years, researchers expect Gunnedah's population to entirely disappear.

Peter Timms, a microbiologist at the University of the Sunshine Coast, and his colleagues have been developing a chlamydia vaccine that's now being administered to small numbers of koalas in Queensland and New South Wales on a trial basis. It can't prevent infection, but it does seem to curb the disease's severity. Vaccinating a fifth of one koala population, Timms said, appears to have improved survival by at least 60 percent.

Read: We vaccinate animals more than ourselves

The vaccine is still in limited supply, though. Northern Rivers Koala Hospital receives just 100 doses a year; when I visited in March, the facility had only 10 left for the next four months. Jodie Wakeman, a veterinarian at FOK, saves the shots for young, healthy animals, which likely have many reproductive years ahead. I watched Wakeman administer doses 91 and 92 to two male joeys--Droplet, who was recovering after falling from a tree, and Kelso, who came in with a mild-enough case of chlamydia that it left no lingering damage, and was now disease-free. In late April, Emerson received one too.

But vaccines can't help animals that have already been infected for months or years--which ended up being the case for Dumpling, who finally crawled down into her trap about a day and a half after Matthes set it. An exam at Northern Rivers confirmed what Matthes had guessed: a bladder burning with cystitis, and a reproductive tract so full of cysts that it was no longer functional. A veterinarian euthanized Dumpling and later handed the body back over to Matthes, at her request.

Dumpling's death shook Jo Walton, who had named the koala and taken dozens of photos of her. Matthes, Boucher, and Walton buried Dumpling, arms crossed over her little chest, in Boucher and Walton's garden, murmuring their regrets about not finding her earlier.

On her own property, Matthes estimates that she has buried about 30 koalas over the past two decades, a practice she started after finding one too many dead koalas on the roads near her home. Sending them to the landfill "doesn't feel right," she said, "especially when they are a koala I know." She is particularly tender with the ones that were killed by dogs or cars. "I am sorry humans are so careless," she tells them, before lowering their bodies into the dirt.


Maria Matthes, an ecologist who works with Friends of the Koala, estimates that she has buried about 30 koalas on her own property in two decades. (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



Millions of koalas are thought to have lived in Australia before Europeans colonized the continent in earnest. Starting in the 19th century, though, eager to meet demand for koala pelts from clothing makers abroad, settlers hunted so many of the marsupials that they were eventually driven to near extinction, particularly in the south. By the 1930s, the koala-fur trade had been halted, but already, koalas were running up against another human desire: land. Today the country's koalas number only in the hundreds of thousands, by most estimates; some argue that the real count is even lower. And as Australia's human population continues to grow, protecting the animals exclusively by setting aside new, people-free habitats for them becomes more difficult. "It's naive to think that that's ever going to happen," Deborah Tabart, the chair of the Australian Koala Foundation, told me.

About 30 years ago, Tabart and her colleagues were mapping prime koala habitat, and they could see how little was left. Particularly in the northern part of the species' range, the animals were being squeezed between new highways and housing developments to the east and agricultural fields to the west. But one choice area in New South Wales overlapped with a nearly 900-acre tract of land owned by a developer Tabart knew, and she successfully talked him into creating the country's first koala-friendly subdivision, called Koala Beach. Homes would be built only on land that had already been cleared--about a quarter of the area, room for 500 houses--and residents would have to abide by a variety of rules meant to foster coexistence with koalas and some two dozen other rare or endangered species. The plan, Tabart said, was to "squeeze the humans in, and let the animals have the bush." She hoped it could be a model that other developers would follow.

People have made their priorities clear: They do love koalas. They also love cars and dogs.

Before I visited Koala Beach, I imagined an overgrown, semitropical utopia that would illustrate the extreme measures required for us to live alongside these fragile marsupials. When I arrived, though, I was struck by how much the neighborhood looked like a typical suburb. The speed limits were lower here, yes, and block letters painted prominently on Koala Beach's roads warned NO CATS no DOGS, but there were still plenty of cars. The koala-friendly measures were subtle: On the sidewalk outside many of the houses, I saw a species of gum tree that koalas are known to eat, and several streets terminated in a miles-long tangle of uninterrupted forest. (Each household in Koala Beach is required to pay the equivalent of about 140 U.S. dollars a year to help maintain the wild land.) I spotted several koala-themed mailboxes, but never, to my disappointment, any actual koalas. They were around, though: Irene Timmins, who moved to Koala Beach nine years ago, told me that residents reported sightings "quite frequently now," at least by endangered-animal standards. "Maybe once every couple of weeks."


A mailbox in the Koala Beach housing estate, in New South Wales (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



In the 1990s, when just a few dozen nature-loving residents lived in the development, Koala Beachers were generally happy to forgo cats and dogs as pets, and to build fences with at least a foot of clearance off the ground, so a koala could pass through. Now essentially all of the 500 homes in the estate are occupied--some by buyers who were more attracted to the new houses and coastal location than to Koala Beach's commitment to biodiversity. It's become common, Timmins said, to see cars speeding down the streets, and about half the fences have been built or retrofitted to sit flush against the ground. At least a few people have snuck pet dogs into the estate, Timmins said, one of which she thinks may be owned by some of her neighbors. They deny it, she said. "But I've got the picture."

Read: Australia will lose to climate change

Koala Beach never took off as a model for sustainable development; according to Tabart, it is still Australia's only designated koala-friendly subdivision. How much it has actually helped its namesake animal is also unclear. No one I spoke with was able to tell me, for instance, how many koalas live there--let alone whether their numbers have increased since the koala-friendly regulations went into effect. "I have lost faith in Koala Beach," Tabart said. The development itself will probably still be around in another 30 years. "Whether the koalas are there," she said, "I don't think so."

Government conservation plans have set aside swaths of protected koala habitat, but many of the experts I spoke with said that the land isn't nearly enough. Koala Beach was meant to be the compromise--a tacit acknowledgment that humans wouldn't cede all of the untouched forest necessary for koalas to live apart from us. But humans made their priorities clear: People do love koalas. They also love cars and dogs.


A koala can grind through more than a pound of leaves a day; in Cape Otway, trees have been stripped bare and died as a result of the marsupials' appetites. (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



In other parts of Australia, koalas face a threat that's almost unimaginable in Koala Beach: overpopulation. French Island, about a 15-minute ferry ride from Stony Point, in the southern Australian state of Victoria, is home to about 140 humans and, by residents' best estimates, at least 35 times as many koalas. Veronica Shannon, who has lived on French for the past three years, sees dozens most weeks, several of them in the grove of trees a few hundred feet from her front door. In late February, she sent me a photo of a hulking male perched on her deck that a few days earlier had startled her awake when he rapped his claws on her bedroom window.

French is one of the country's most koala-rich tracts. The animals were introduced to the island in the 1890s by locals, in an attempt to halt population declines during the still-rampant fur trade. Safe from foxes and other mainland predators, the island's koalas became so numerous that conservationists eventually began using them to repopulate other areas in the country's south. Down there, koalas haven't had to contend with the same sweep of urbanization that has reshaped the continent's east coast; they seem to be less troubled by both chlamydia and retrovirus. Overall, the region's koala population is large and stable enough that, were koala declines to be averaged across the entire country, any official listings for endangerment would probably disappear.

Some locals on French, including Shannon, delight in the koalas that traipse across their property and slosh through the surf near the ferry dock. Southern koalas look different from northern ones: They're browner, fluffier, and weigh about twice as much. And unlike the wary animals to the north, French's koalas don't seem to mind humans. A co-owner of the island's Eco Inn, Phil Bock, showed me an adult male koala that was dozing at eye level in a stumpy tree, barely fidgeting even when Bock cooed at him from inches away.

Southern koalas have been cast as inferior, less attractive versions of their counterparts to the north.

Other residents, though, see the koalas as a nuisance. During the animals' mating season, in the spring and summer, many evenings ring with males' piglike grunts and growls, followed by females' wailing shrieks. And it's nearly impossible to sate the appetites of thousands of animals that can each grind through more than a pound of eucalyptus leaves a day. Noel Thompson, a local farmer whose family has been on French Island for 130 years, drove me to a small grove of trees he had planted on his ranch and counted off the half a dozen or so that, thanks to the "bears," no longer had leaves, and never would again: "Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead, dead." Thompson's cousin Lois Airs told me she had dedicated years to planting and caring for French's trees, many of which koalas then stripped bare. She likes koalas, she said, but French long ago surpassed its threshold for too many.

That sentiment is also common in Cape Otway, Victoria, a forested triangle of coastline where a small cohort of French Island koalas was reintroduced in the 1980s--and quickly boomed, gnawing its way through the region's manna gum trees. The streets here were once shaded by a magnificent canopy, thick enough that it was difficult to see through. Now entire stretches of road are lined with dead trees, their trunks twisted and dry, their bark a ghostly white. Where birds and frogs and rodents once chirped and croaked and chittered, the forest is silent, save for the sounds of passing cars. Visitors regularly ask what fire or disease killed the trees.


Some people in southern Australia see the local koalas as a nuisance. (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



Researchers can't say for certain why the koalas so stubbornly stuck to Cape Otway's trees. But by 2013, scientists were documenting parts of the area with koala densities 20 times higher than what's been observed in healthy populations elsewhere; people began to snap photos of a dozen koalas crammed into a single tree. Maybe the animals preferred the local leaves, or couldn't stomach other ones; maybe they had no options for a better habitat. They might have even inherited some behavioral quirk from generations of inbreeding. Whatever the reasons, even as the branches grew barren, the koalas refused to vacate.

Read: When conservationists kill lots (and lots) of animals

Desley Whisson, who studies koala overabundance at Deakin University, in Victoria, recalls that emaciated koalas ended up crawling around at the base of trees, gnawing on bark and chewing on grass just to try to fill their bellies. Eventually, the state dispatched a team of veterinarians to euthanize dying koalas--some 1,400, according to the official tally. Other animals simply starved. Frank Fotinas, who co-owns a local campground called Bimbi Park, told me that the whole region "stunk of death for months and months."

To control overly abundant populations, officials have moved koalas to new homes, given them contraceptive implants, and, as needed, euthanized sick animals. But both in Cape Otway and on French Island, locals think current efforts are failing to keep the numbers in check. Airs would add a more efficient option--a regular cull. "Thank you," Thompson said. "Absolutely."

Still, Airs and Thompson are acutely aware that any mention of culling koalas tends to spark backlash. Government officials cull wallabies and kangaroos as a matter of course. But koalas are still treated as more sacred, and killing a healthy one hasn't been legal in Australia for nearly a century.

In an optimistic future, southern koalas could repopulate the species' northern range, just as French Island koalas helped repopulate the south--a possibility that some researchers are already planning for. But shifting koalas around isn't as simple as it sounds. Even translocating koalas within a forest can be harmful to an animal, because their gut bacteria are so sensitive to dietary changes; cross-country migrations may simply not be possible. And scientists remain unsure why Australia's northern and southern koalas are so different. If genetics is part of the reason southern koalas have fewer problems with chlamydia, for instance, then those animals might be able to help their northern relatives. But the disparities could also be explained by quirks of the environment, different strains of the bacterium or the immunocompromising retrovirus, or chance. Mingling north and south might speed chlamydia's spread, or even import southern diseases north, accelerating the timeline on which the entire species vanishes.


A wild koala in the Northern Rivers region (James Bugg for The Atlantic)



The idea of southern koalas repopulating the continent assumes, too, that those koala populations are healthy and stable. But "the story that koalas are 'not endangered' down south ... is absolute rubbish," Flavia Santamaria, a koala researcher at Central Queensland University, told me. The entire region has only a handful of truly ultradense populations. Most other koala communities in southern Australia remain in decline.

Read: The bleak future of Australian wildlife

Across the country, climate change is only further challenging koala survival. Pilliga, a vast stretch of forest in New South Wales, was once a haven for thousands of koalas, enough that researchers considered it a kind of emergency reservoir. Now, thanks to a rash of fires and droughts, the koalas appear to be all but gone, probably for good. Farther south and west, extreme temperature spikes are taking their toll: During a brutal heat wave in March, I visited the Adelaide Koala & Wildlife Centre on a day when most of the koalas brought in were admitted with suspected heat stress. Locals have found the animals discombobulated and languishing at the base of trees, sometimes so desperate for water that they'll crawl into backyards to sip whatever liquid they can from pools and dog bowls.

As northern populations continue their rapid decline, the south will account for even more of the world's remaining koalas. But some people seem to think less of southern koalas: They've often been cast as inferior, less attractive versions of their counterparts to the north. Several experts have also dismissed the koala population in the south as being too inbred to serve as an insurance policy for the entire continent. Some southern koalas, for instance, have wonky jaws or testicular abnormalities. Perhaps attitudes will shift as the years wear on; southern koalas, after all, could someday be the last ones the world has left.

There will never be a single correct way to save koalas--not when the species' problems are so diverse and humans cannot agree on what the animals most need, or even whether they are in need. Some people in the south treat koalas not as a species under threat of eventual extinction but as easily expendable "tree lice" or "tree pigs." Earlier this year, a farmer in southwest Victoria was fined after he hired contractors to bulldoze his blue-gum plantation, injuring and killing dozens of koalas; recently, loggers allegedly cleared land on South Australia's Kangaroo Island with koalas still in the trees. "I've seen people hit them with cars and not stop to check if they're okay," Kita Ashman, an ecologist at World Wide Fund for Nature in Australia, told me.

Emotions can cloud decisions in the other direction, too. Jen Ridolfi, the volunteer coordinator, and Jodie Wakeman, the veterinarian, said that at FOK, some rescuers still break down in tears every time they bring a sick or injured koala in. On occasion, people will even get combative with Wakeman, insisting that they know what's best for "my baby." I asked Wakeman if her job sometimes feels like that of a pediatrician, managing the emotions of parents. She laughed sadly. "Yes," she said. "Sometimes it does."

While in Adelaide, I watched the Koala & Wildlife Centre's veterinary staff examine one very sick koala, a 12-year-old female named Amethyst, while she was under anesthesia. An abdominal scan revealed crystals in her kidneys--a telltale sign of severe renal disease; the vet treating her also suspected that she had chlamydia in her urogenital tract. After a few moments of silence, a member of the staff shuffled me toward the koala enclosures, where the next patients were being kept. Perhaps the team didn't want me to watch them decide to euthanize Amethyst, or see the black body bag into which they'd load her corpse. But I learned of her fate soon enough: In the koala dormitory, I saw a volunteer slip in, walk to the whiteboard on the front of Amethyst's cage, and erase her name.



This article appears in the July/August 2024 print edition with the headline "Too Cute to Fail."
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Most Life on Earth Is Dormant Right Now

Cells can go from wide awake to fast asleep in an instant.

by Dan Samorodnitsky




This article was originally published by Quanta Magazine.

Researchers recently reported the discovery of a natural protein, named Balon, that can bring a cell's production of new proteins to a screeching halt. Balon was found in bacteria that hibernate in Arctic permafrost, but it also seems to be made by many other organisms and may be an overlooked mechanism for dormancy throughout the tree of life.

For most life forms, the ability to shut oneself off is essential to staying alive. Harsh conditions such as lack of food or cold weather can appear out of nowhere. In these dire straits, rather than keel over and die, many organisms have mastered the art of dormancy. They slow down their activity and metabolism. Then, when better times return, they reanimate.

Sitting around in a dormant state is actually the norm for the majority of life on Earth: By some estimates, 60 percent of all microbial cells are hibernating at any given time. Even in organisms whose entire bodies do not go dormant, such as most mammals, some cellular populations within them rest and wait for the best time to activate.

"We live on a dormant planet," says Sergey Melnikov, an evolutionary molecular biologist at Newcastle University, in the United Kingdom. "Life is mainly about being asleep."

But how do cells pull off this feat? Over the years, researchers have discovered a number of "hibernation factors," proteins that cells use to induce and maintain a dormant state. When a cell detects some kind of adverse condition, such as starvation or cold, it produces a suite of hibernation factors to shut down its metabolism.

Some hibernation factors dismantle cellular machinery; others prevent genes from being expressed. The most important ones, however, shut down the ribosome--the cell's machine for building new proteins. Making proteins accounts for more than 50 percent of energy use in a growing bacterial cell. These hibernation factors throw sand in the gears of the ribosome, preventing it from synthesizing new proteins and thereby saving energy for the needs of basic survival.

The discovery of Balon earlier this year, reported in Nature, presented a new hibernation factor. The protein is shockingly common: A search for its gene sequence uncovered its presence in 20 percent of all cataloged bacterial genomes. And it works in a way that molecular biologists had never seen before.

Previously, all known ribosome-disrupting hibernation factors worked passively: They waited for a ribosome to finish building a protein and then prevented it from starting a new one. Balon, however, pulls the emergency brake. It stuffs itself into every ribosome in the cell, even interrupting active ribosomes in the middle of their work. Before Balon, hibernation factors had been seen only in empty ribosomes.

"The Balon paper is amazingly detailed," says the evolutionary biologist Jay Lennon, who studies microbial dormancy at Indiana University at Bloomington and was not involved in the new study. "It will add to our view of how dormancy works."

Melnikov and his graduate student Karla Helena-Bueno discovered Balon in Psychrobacter urativorans, a cold-adapted bacterium native to frozen soils and harvested from Arctic permafrost. (According to Melnikov, the bacterium was first found infecting a pack of frozen sausages in the 1970s and was then rediscovered by the famed genomicist Craig Venter on a trip to the Arctic.) They study P. urativorans and other unusual microbes to characterize the diversity of protein-building tools used across the spectrum of life and to understand how ribosomes can adapt to extreme environments.

Because dormancy can be triggered by a variety of conditions, including starvation and drought, the scientists pursue this research with a practical goal in mind: "We can probably use this knowledge in order to engineer organisms that can tolerate warmer climates," Melnikov says, "and therefore withstand climate change."

Read: The best real estate to get animals through climate change

Helena-Bueno discovered Balon entirely by accident. She was trying to coax P. urativorans to grow happily in the lab. Instead she did the opposite. She left the culture in an ice bucket for too long and managed to cold-shock it. By the time she remembered it was there, the cold-adapted bacteria had gone dormant.

Not wanting to waste the culture, the researchers pursued their original interests anyway. Helena-Bueno extracted the cold-shocked bacteria's ribosomes and subjected them to cryo-EM. Short for "cryogenic electron microscopy," cryo-EM is a technique for visualizing minuscule biological structures at high resolution. Helena-Bueno saw a protein jammed into the stalled ribosome's "A site"--the "door" where amino acids are delivered for the construction of new proteins.

Helena-Bueno and Melnikov didn't recognize the protein. Indeed, it had never been described before. It bore a similarity to another bacterial protein, one that's important for disassembling and recycling ribosomal parts, called Pelota from the Spanish for "ball." So they named the new protein Balon, a different Spanish word for "ball."

Balon's ability to halt the ribosome's activity in its tracks is a crucial adaptation for a microbe under stress, says Mee-Ngan Frances Yap, a microbiologist at Northwestern University who wasn't involved in the work. "When bacteria are actively growing, they produce lots of ribosomes and RNA," she says. "When they encounter stress, a species might need to shut down translation" of RNA into new proteins to begin conserving energy for a potentially long hibernation period.

Notably, Balon's mechanism is a reversible process. Unlike other hibernation factors, it can be inserted to stall growth and then quickly ejected, like a cassette tape. It enables a cell to rapidly go dormant in an emergency and resuscitate itself just as rapidly to readapt to more favorable conditions.

Balon can do this because it latches on to ribosomes in a unique way. Every ribosomal hibernation factor previously discovered physically blocks the ribosome's A site, so any protein-making process that's in progress must be completed before the factor can attach to turn off the ribosome. Balon, by contrast, binds near but not across the channel, which allows it to come and go regardless of what the ribosome is doing.

Despite Balon's mechanistic novelty, it's an exceedingly common protein. Once it was identified, Helena-Bueno and Melnikov found genetic relatives of Balon in upward of 20 percent of all the bacterial genomes cataloged in public databases. With help from Mariia Rybak, a molecular biologist at the University of Texas Medical Branch, they characterized two of these alternative bacterial proteins: one from the human pathogen Mycobacterium tuberculosis, which causes tuberculosis, and another in Thermus thermophilus, which lives in the last place you'd ever catch P. urativorans--in ultra-hot underwater thermal vents. Both proteins also bind to the ribosome's A site, suggesting that at least some of these genetic relatives act similarly to Balon in other bacterial species.

Balon is notably absent from Escherichia coli and Staphylococcus aureus, the two most commonly studied bacteria and the most widely used models for cellular dormancy. By focusing on just a few lab organisms, scientists had missed a widespread hibernation tactic, Helena-Bueno says. "I tried to look into an under-studied corner of nature and happened to find something."

Every cell needs the ability to go dormant and wait for its moment. The laboratory model bacterium E. coli has five separate modes of hibernating, Melnikov says, each of which on its own is sufficient to enable the microbe to survive a crisis.

"Most microbes are starving," says Ashley Shade, a microbiologist at the University of Lyon, in France, who was not involved in the new study. "They're existing in a state of want. They're not doubling. They're not living their best life."

But dormancy is also necessary outside periods of starvation. Even in organisms whose entire bodies do not go completely dormant, such as most mammals, individual cellular populations must wait for the best time to activate. Human oocytes lie dormant for decades waiting to be fertilized. Human stem cells are born into the bone marrow and then go quiescent, waiting for the body to call out to them to grow and differentiate. Fibroblasts in nervous tissue, lymphocytes of the immune system, and hepatocytes in the liver all enter dormant, inactive, nondividing phases and reactivate later.

"This is not something that's unique to bacteria or archaea," Lennon says. "Every organism in the tree of life has a way of achieving this strategy. They can pause their metabolism."

Bears hibernate. Herpes viruses lysogenize. Worms develop into a dauer stage. Insects enter diapause. Amphibians aestivate. Birds go into torpor. All of these are words for the exact same thing: a dormant state that organisms can reverse when conditions are favorable.

"Before the invention of hibernation, the only way to live was to keep growing without interruptions," Melnikov says. "Putting life on pause is a luxury."

Read: Hibernation is the extreme lifestyle that can stop aging

It's also a type of population-level insurance. Some cells pursue dormancy by detecting environmental changes and responding accordingly. However, many bacteria use a stochastic strategy. "In randomly fluctuating environments, if you don't go into dormancy sometimes, there's a chance that the whole population will go extinct" through random encounters with disaster, Lennon says. In even the healthiest, happiest, fastest-growing cultures of E. coli, 5 to 10 percent of the cells will nevertheless be dormant. They are the designated survivors who will live should something happen to their more active, vulnerable cousins.

In that sense, dormancy is a survival strategy for global catastrophes. That's why Helena-Bueno studies hibernation. She's interested in which species might remain stable despite climate change, which ones might be able to recover, and which cellular processes--like Balon-assisted hibernation--might help.

More fundamentally, Melnikov and Helena-Bueno hope that the discovery of Balon and its ubiquity will help people reframe what is important in life. We all frequently go dormant, and many of us quite enjoy it. "We spend one-third of our life asleep, but we don't talk about it at all," Melnikov says. Instead of complaining about what we're missing when we're asleep, maybe we can experience it as a process that connects us to all life on Earth, including microbes slumbering deep in the Arctic permafrost.
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Stingrays Are a Bigger Threat Than Sharks

But scientists have found a way to step on them without getting stung.

by Katharine Gammon




This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.

Stingray 12 is surprisingly calm for an animal that's getting squeegeed. The ray, roughly the size of a dinner plate, is submerged in the sand of a tank about the size of a chest freezer; even the golden eyes on top of her head are buried in the sediment. She stays motionless as the researcher Ben Perlman, of California State University at Long Beach (CSULB), carefully pushes the sand from her mottled-brown body--the squeegee offering the scientist a little protection from the hazardous-looking barbs poking out halfway down Stingray 12's tail.

"Sorry to bother you," Perlman murmurs.

Six undergraduate students peer over his shoulder, and one, Carly Brenner, steps forward holding a 3-D-printed silicone human foot glued to a PVC pipe.

"A little closer, a little closer," Perlman coaches, as Brenner brings the foot centimeters from the stingray's body. "Go for it," he says, and Brenner takes aim at the stingray's left pectoral fin, stamping down with the flexible foot.

The ray doesn't move at all.

"No response," Perlman says. The result will be logged into his lab's study of what makes stingrays attack--science that Perlman hopes will eventually help people avoid painful stings from the serrated barbs, each about the length of an adult human's big toe.

Perlman's lab in Long Beach, California--aptly called STABB, for Stingray and Butterfly Biomechanics Lab (the butterfly project is currently paused)--explores how and why stingrays move and behave the way they do. Seal Beach, one of the area's popular surf spots, about three miles from the lab, is colloquially known as Ray Bay. Stingrays love to congregate there in the calm, warm waters at the mouth of the San Gabriel River, and lifeguards document upwards of 500 painful stab injuries from rays each year. Studying the rays' behavior and their stinging process can open a new window into human interactions with what the lab calls "danger pancakes," Perlman says.

His research focuses on round rays--the most abundant ray species inhabiting California's waters. Their behavior also makes them the most dangerous to unsuspecting passersby. Though other rays quickly flee at the hint of danger, round rays stay buried in the sand and even hold their breath as a predator, such as a juvenile great white shark--or a perceived predator, such as a human--goes by, relying on their mottled color for camouflage. It's this protective behavior that makes them far more likely to get stepped on and explains why the majority of stingray injuries in California are attributed to round rays, rather than the bat rays or diamond stingrays that also live in the area.

Stingray barbs are a kind of dermal denticle--like a tooth--on a tail that can be whipped around. In a strike, the animal releases a toxin from glandular cells at the base of one of the barbs. The toxin travels along a mucous coating and gets envenomated--injected--into the recipient through the puncture wound. Some ray species have barbs with serrated notches, which can make the barb stick into the skin of their attacker.

Read: A tiny fish with terrifying fangs and opioid venom

Chris Lowe, a shark biologist who leads CSULB's Shark Lab, estimates that about 10,000 people a year are injured by stingrays in Southern California. Round rays are like burger patties for juvenile white sharks, which is one of the reasons Lowe and his fellow shark scientists are keenly interested in stingray distributions and populations. The Shark Lab, established in the 1960s, has studied stingrays for years, but never their stinging mechanics.

Perlman, meanwhile, didn't set out to research rays--he's a fish biomechanist who studied how surfperch swim in kelp forests and how amphibious fishes in the tropics use their muscles to haul themselves out of the water. He also studied how birds' wings can shape-shift during flight and how bullfrogs load up their tendons to increase their jumping power. In 2018, he took a job with CSULB as a teaching professor and left research for a few years.

Then he got a knock on his door in the fall of 2021. Lowe had a question. He wanted to know if Perlman could help test a new material for surf booties developed by an inventor whose kids were afraid of rays, and a collaborator with expertise in materials science. Would the booties protect against stingray strikes, as designed? After receiving funds from an anonymous, surf-loving donor, Perlman hired a student, and together they collected rays from Seal Beach to serve as their test subjects.

To figure out if the material could protect against strikes, Perlman first had to understand the dynamics of the stingray's defensive behavior. His initial research goal was to capture strikes on camera and use the footage to measure velocity and acceleration, which he could then use to calculate force. He bought a disembodied foot from the store Spirit Halloween, filled it with sand, and epoxied it onto a piece of plastic pipe to mimic a human foot for the trials. "That was a great jumping-off point," Perlman says.

To learn more about what makes a ray decide to strike, he designed an experiment that divides the ray's body into four different regions--midbody, left pectoral fin, right pectoral fin, and snout. His team uses the zombie foot--which was upgraded to a 3-D-printed silicone foot in 2023 because it's more realistic--to "step" on the different parts of the body and record the animal's reaction.

The initial findings are stark: Rays strike only if someone steps on their midbody, where all their organs are located. That makes them strike 85 percent of the time. Stepping on their sides just makes them swim away; a bop on the snout doesn't elicit an attack either. The findings are consistent, regardless of the ray's size, age, or sex.

The lab has also been doing studies of the new material Lowe brought to Perlman--neoprene with a rubber-composite lining--to see if it can stand up to the forces of a stingray strike. The researchers clip off barbs--akin to cutting off a fingernail, because the keratin-based barbs regrow within a few months--and use a machine to force them into the material with increasing pressure. So far, they have found the material to resist the force of most stingrays. (Another company hoping to create a ray-proof bootie is spinning out a product using a similar material this year.)

In addition to their barbs, some stingrays have large, thorny, scale-like denticles that provide passive protection, says Chris Martinez, a fish biologist at UC Irvine who studies stingray morphology. The thorns can pierce skin and make a predator's life unpleasant, he says, but the stinger is something extra: a targeted weapon the animal can actively control to inflict damage.

Martinez says Perlman's work is "really great and it's definitely very relevant to cater to Southern California beachgoers." He is planning to collaborate with Perlman in the future to investigate the neuromuscular underpinnings of the strikes.

The ultimate hope, Perlman says, is that the research will translate into best practices for people at the beach. For decades, surfers in Southern California have used a technique called the "stingray shuffle," where they take tiny steps along the ground instead of big steps--to warn stingrays who might be buried in the sand.

Perlman says his experiments have scientifically backed up the stingray shuffle--when someone takes tiny steps, they are not going to come into contact with the midbody section of the ray, so they won't be struck. Vibrations through the sand can also give the animal a chance to move to safety. The rays are "just going to escape or not respond," Perlman says.

He knows exactly what's at stake. Last summer, he was holding down a ray's tail with a net while using a scalpel to make small identifying notches on the animal's body--which has to be redone every few months as the notches grow out--when his hand slipped and the fish's tail whipped around and struck an artery on his wrist. Blood immediately squirted everywhere, and the pain was "a seven-and-a-half out of 10." He used the only known treatment, which was to submerge his hand in hot water to denature the poison. It took nearly two hours for the pain to fade. His wrist still bears a scar.

The lab is now engaged in a flurry of research activity that could keep Perlman and his teammates busy for the rest of the decade. They are testing how the size of a foot affects the likelihood of a stingray strike, to see if someone who is lighter and smaller is less likely to get stung than someone larger. In the fall, they'll repeat the stepping experiments in the dark and in different water temperatures. The lab is home to 18 rays, and the animals get at least two days off between experiments to make sure they don't get conditioned.

The researchers are also in the midst of studying rays as they bury themselves in the sand to understand why and how the animals move sand particles around. Eventually, the lab will also use 3-D imaging from micro-CT scans to look at the curvature, sharpness, and angle of serrations across different round-ray barbs. That will help them understand variation within the species and even within an individual: Sometimes, after being clipped, a barb will grow back in a different shape or size.

Sharks tend to loom larger than rays in the Californian consciousness, Martinez says. "Rays don't get as much attention, because they're not as big, they don't have the big teeth like some of the large sharks do," he says. "But you're more likely to be harmed by one of those than a big shark." The stats prove his point: In 2022, 57 unprovoked shark attacks occurred around the globe, and stingray injuries were likely in the thousands.

Read: Can AI stop shark attacks?

After her encounter with the silicone foot, Stingray 12 gets a 10-minute break before her other pectoral fin is stepped on. Perlman watches as she buries herself back in the sand. It feels good to take a figurative step toward helping fellow Californians avoid stabs and stings, he says. Ultimately, if surfers and swimmers can use his research to avoid danger pancakes, everyone's time at the beach--rays' included--will be more harmonious.
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You Have Every Reason to Avoid Breathing Wildfire Smoke

The hazards are only becoming clearer; what the U.S. will do to protect people is not.

by Zoe Schlanger




Summertime in North America is becoming smoke season. Last summer, when a haze from catastrophic Canadian wildfires hung over the continent--turning Montreal, where I lived at the time, an unearthly gray and my home city of New York a putrid orange--plenty of people seemed untroubled by this reality. Relatively few people wore masks; infamously, an outdoor yoga class continued on a skyscraper terrace in Manhattan. Research has long shown that exposure to the tiny particles that make up wildfire smoke is a major health hazard; it kills thousands of people prematurely each year and is linked to a range of maladies. Yet the message--that smoke is a legitimate health emergency--seems not to be getting through.



Now, in mid-June, the smoke is creeping back. Ninety-four fires are currently burning in Canada, of which seven are uncontrolled. Last month, officials in Minnesota and Wisconsin issued air-quality warnings when smoke drifted south. The West is expecting an intense fire season. And smoke travels far beyond burn sites: Research from UC Davis published this month found that 99 percent of North America was covered by smoke at some point from 2019 to 2021, and that almost every lake on the continent spent at least 10 days a year under such haze.



New evidence is starting to show more clearly just how devastating a public-health crisis this is. Smoke from California wildfires prematurely killed more than 50,000 people from 2008 to 2018, according to research published last week in the journal Science Advances. The researchers estimated that the health expenses of that exposure totaled $432 billion. And a recent analysis from the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) found that, given the march of climate change, smoke-related deaths in the U.S. will rise considerably: In the worst-case scenario, by mid-century, cumulative excess deaths from wildfire-smoke exposure could top 700,000, a two-thirds increase over current numbers. Measured in economic terms, pegged to the price people put on avoiding real health risks, these deaths amount to monetary damage on par with that of all other previous climate-related damage in the U.S. combined.



Among the hazards of wildfire smoke, researchers know the most about tiny particles called PM2.5, which are small enough to slip into the bloodstream and infiltrate the lungs and other organs, causing inflammation and increasing the risk of a cascade of interrelated problems, including cognitive issues, breathing and heart conditions, and premature death. But wildfire smoke contains far more than one form of pollutant; its dangers are likely as complex a cocktail as whatever is burning. Smoke from a burning tree looks different than smoke from a burning town, and in a wildfire there may be both, with perhaps a few industrial sites thrown in. "There's a lot of chemicals in that. There's all sorts of things in the pollution that you might not see in other sources of PM2.5," says Marissa Childs, an environmental-health researcher at the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health who was a co-author of the NBER paper. "We're still unclear on what that means for health." But no one expects it to be anything good.



The health hazards of smoke don't yet show up in the cost-benefit analyses of climate policy, either, says Minghao Qiu, a researcher at Stanford University who studies air quality and climate change and was the lead author of the NBER paper. The social cost of carbon, for example, a metric meant to help weigh whether a climate policy is cost-effective, tries to estimate the societal damages of one extra ton of emissions by accounting for mortality related to extreme temperature, agriculture outputs, labor productivity, and other such factors, Qui told me. But measures like that do not at present include wildfire-smoke deaths. A large part of the climate-damage pie is simply missing.



Until recently, air quality in the U.S. had been improving for decades, thanks to legislation regulating industrial sources of PM2.5. But fires are eating away at those gains. About a quarter of the PM2.5 pollution in the U.S. is now connected to wildfire smoke--"maybe 50 percent of [it] in the West in a bad year," Qiu said. The bad year he has in mind is 2020, California's worst season on record. Climate change will turn that from an outlier into a norm. "Every year in the 2050s will look somewhat like 2020," he said. And even a season that's not the worst on record poses a danger: One revelation from the work he and his colleagues did, Qiu said, was that "there really is no safe level" of smoke--even a relatively low level can increase a county's mortality rate dramatically. Perhaps because of this dynamic, from 2011 to 2020 almost half of wildfire-smoke deaths happened in the eastern United States. The East might have fewer, smaller wildfires and lower smoke concentrations overall, but more people live there. And if more people are exposed to even low levels of smoke, mortality rates rise. (Qiu expects this particular dynamic to shift as western fires intensify further.)



Yet despite the risks, most Americans are left to deal with the threat on their own. The CDC recommends staying home, closing windows, and running an air filter, or--if you must go outside--wearing a respirator. But not everyone can stay inside without fear of losing their jobs; the federal government has done little more than urge employers to have a plan for their outdoor workers in a smoke event, and only three states--California, Oregon, and Washington--have rules regulating on-the-job smoke exposure. The CDC also recommends that all Americans follow the directions of local emergency managers, but New York City Mayor Eric Adams was widely criticized for having neither a plan nor any fast instructions for New Yorkers when last summer's smoke crisis hit. If a government's main policy approach is to suggest that people figure it out with little tangible support, "that's going to have unequal impacts," Childs told me.



The Clean Air Act, which was largely crafted in the 1960s and '70s, considers wildfire an "exceptional event," leaving it beyond the burden of regulation. But now, with wildfire smoke representing a larger share of the PM2.5 to which Americans are exposed, that logic may no longer hold. As more frequent wildfires bear down on the American West and as temperatures rise across the country, fires will negate some of the air-quality gains from combatting other forms of air pollution, such as emissions from cars and power plants. Regaining that lost ground will be impossible without curbing one of the primary underlying causes of today's supercharged fires: our use of fossil fuels.

This is all new, in a way.

"It took us a long time in the research perspective to come to a consensus that wildfire smoke is increasing," Childs told me. Now it's clear that it is. The open question is what governments will do about it--how cities, states, and the country will try to protect people from the smoke, or try to change the trajectory of a future in which it grows only more common.
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One Satellite Crash Could Upend Modern Life

The Big One in orbit might take many forms. All of them could be disastrous.

by Marina Koren




Updated at 5:03 p.m. ET on June 14, 2024

Earlier this year, two satellites from two adversarial countries nearly collided while orbiting Earth at thousands of miles an hour. The first, an American spacecraft on a NASA mission to study the planet's upper atmosphere, wasn't built to maneuver in orbit. The second, a Russian surveillance spacecraft, was defunct, and thus uncontrollable. The only thing people on Earth could do was watch. Darren McKnight, a space-debris expert, stayed up all night on February 28, monitoring the trajectories of the satellites, which, combined, weighed several thousand pounds. "I felt very, very helpless," McKnight told me.

According to LeoLabs, the U.S. space-tracking firm where McKnight works, the probability of collision that night was somewhere between 3 and 8 percent. That may not seem so terrible, but risk works a bit differently in the realm above Earth. Satellite trackers like McKnight start sounding the alarm when the probability of a crash reaches 0.001 percent; no one wants to see whole-number or, God forbid, double-digit percentages. In the end, the research spacecraft and the spy satellite ended up passing within just 33 feet of each other. At a recent conference, Pam Melroy, NASA's deputy administrator, said the near miss was "very shocking" and "really scared us."

A collision between the two satellites would have unleashed thousands of debris fragments into low Earth orbit, an already congested region of space where close passes are becoming more common. Numerous debris-generating events, as experts call them, have transpired over the past several decades. So far we've avoided a significant disaster through a combination of maneuvering and luck, but government agencies and companies have begun to recognize that the status quo is unsustainable, and to invest in efforts to manage the messiness.

The threat of a disastrous event is always lurking in low Earth orbit, frustratingly unpredictable but worryingly persistent. It's not unlike the major earthquake that is expected to rock California in the coming decades. In the orbital landscape, the "Big One" could come in the form of any number of scenarios: collisions between satellites, the intentional shooting-down of a spacecraft, a nuclear event. But the outcome of such a seismic event in orbit is the same. A tremendous burst of fast-moving shards, indiscriminate in their destruction, will whiz through Earth's jam-packed coating of satellites, threatening to tip the world below into a new reality.

A "Big One" in space would be a strangely quiet event. We would not see the swaying of the infrastructure that makes so much of our modern life possible; instead disaster would manifest right in the palms of our hands as our smartphones suddenly struggled to work. Satellite technology provides communications, GPS, and even an accounting of time to people, businesses, and governments around the world. If it fails, power grids, agricultural functions, shipping routes, and banking transactions could quickly falter too. New missions to restore technological normalcy would launch into a more perilous environment, one that may be too dangerous for astronauts to traverse. In the worst-case scenario, a hypothetical phenomenon called Kessler syndrome, space could become so overpopulated that collisions lead to a cascade of even more collisions, rendering low Earth orbit nearly impossible to navigate.

The fact that we've managed to fill space--space!--with so much junk can be hard to fathom. Space is, after all, enormous. But "it's getting smaller every day," John Crassidis, a mechanical- and aerospace-engineering professor at the University at Buffalo, told me. Satellites deployed today join broken ones that launched decades ago. Low Earth orbit, which tops out at about 1,200 miles above the ground, is also littered with discarded rocket hardware, which can generate more shards when their propellant tanks or batteries explode. Some dead satellites and pieces of debris eventually fall out of orbit, tugged downward by atmospheric drag, but others are likely to stick around for centuries.

From the October 2019 issue: Space is getting too crowded

The U.S. military is aware of more than 25,000 objects in low Earth orbit that are larger than a doughnut; the tiniest fragments, estimated to number in the hundreds of thousands, are too small to track. The International Space Station dodges potentially hazardous pieces of metal about once a year, adjusting its orbit slightly to avoid, say, a Japanese rocket part or the debris from a Chinese anti-satellite test. Higher altitudes are less crowded, but they lack the atmospheric drag that would help dispose of newly created shards. And the amount of junk there is only growing.

McKnight is particularly worried about what he calls "bad neighborhoods." One is a cluster of rocket bodies, each the size of a school bus and weighing roughly 20,000 pounds, that have been flying past one another since the early 1990s. The probability of a collision there in the next five years is about 6 percent, and what a crash it would be: "If two of those were to collide, it would create on the order of 15,000 to 20,000 trackable fragments that would be lethal if they hit any other satellites," McKnight said. The current record holder, a ballistic-missile test that China conducted against one of its own weather satellites in 2007, produced only about 3,600 trackable shards.

Another cluster, made up of much smaller Soviet-era hardware, has a 24 percent chance of experiencing a collision by 2029. These objects are much smaller, so a crash would create only about 5,000 fragments, McKnight said. But a debris-generating event doesn't need to involve massive objects to create havoc. In 2021, a Russian weapons test that created just 1,500 pieces of debris still forced the residents of the International Space Station to shelter in place. A tiny piece of fast-moving debris can chip a window on the ISS. A sizable fragment could tear through the station.

Read: Maybe don't blow up satellites in space

The growing concerns over orbital debris have sprouted a new crop of space companies focused on its removal. Astroscale, a Japanese company, has already conducted an in-orbit demonstration, sidling up to spacecraft targeted for disposal. But debris-removing technology may prove too expensive to scale; even the tiniest maneuvers require significant amounts of fuel.

A deep clean isn't the solution, anyway. "We cannot collect all the pieces and bring them back down," Carolin Frueh, an aerospace-engineering professor at Purdue University, told me. Instead, the world needs to agree on how much more mess to make. In the U.S., a new rule will soon require satellite operators to safely dispose of their spacecraft no more than five years after the end of their mission. (Last year, a Colorado-based TV provider was fined $150,000 for failing to properly deorbit an aging satellite--a very small penalty, but historic nonetheless.) Another rule meant to curtail the growth of abandoned rocket hardware is on the table.

Older space powers such as the U.S. may be ready to reckon with the dangers of stranded rocket hardware, but China, coming into its own as a superpower, has left more rocket parts in orbit in the past 20 years than the rest of the world combined, McKnight said. And it doesn't seem likely to change course anytime soon. Much news is made out of SpaceX's thousands of internet satellites, but the company has proved itself to be a fairly responsible driver, McKnight said, conducting thousands of maneuvers to swerve out of the way of other spacecraft and debris. By contrast, the Chinese government, which has ambitious "megaconstellation" plans, is "absolutely ignoring best practices for space-traffic coordination," he said.

Read: The night sky will never be the same

Countries such as Russia, China, and India have not supported recent UN measures to halt anti-satellite demonstrations or forbid nuclear weapons in orbit. The latter could conjure hundreds of thousands of debris pieces, and might lead to "a mass extinction event for satellites," Jessica West, a senior researcher at Project Ploughshares, a Canadian nuclear-disarmament institute, told me.

Recently, space powers and companies have begun to borrow language from another slow-moving crisis: climate change. SpaceX and other satellite operators say they're committed to "space sustainability"; dozens of governments recently signed an agreement to become "debris neutral" by 2030. And managing space debris, like managing climate change, might require people to adapt in significant ways. We can live without space tourism and smartphones, if it comes to that. But such a change would indicate a civilizational shift, a turn inward that humans might not have imagined when we first set out into space. In the 20th century, the mark of our triumph as a spacefaring species was the constant stream of human inventions sailing beyond the atmosphere. In this century, that triumph will consist of figuring out how to avoid trapping ourselves on the ground.



Due to an editing error, this article originally misstated the speed of objects in low Earth orbit. Additionally, the article has been updated to clarify the statement that Russia, China, and India have not supported UN measures to halt anti-satellite demonstrations or forbid nuclear weapons in orbit. 
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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, infected a man in Mexico who died 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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The Books <em>The Atlantic</em> Loved--And Hated

Revisiting the magazine's early reviews of classic books

by Emma Sarappo




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.


Working on the Books desk of a 167-year-old publication offers incredible opportunities--and dredges up some insecurities. Will our judgment hold up to future readers' evaluations? Is the work we're putting out worthy of the magazine's illustrious traditions? Over the years, The Atlantic's literary coverage has taken on both the task of criticism--or situating a work in its era, evaluating its ideas, and considering its symbols--and of reviewing which titles are worth people's time and why. Today, my job includes editing book recommendations and essays on new releases, and contributing to avowedly ambitious projects such as our recent list of great American novels. This involves listening to the opinions and disagreements of our contemporary readers. But there's also an entire archive full of people who talk back, disagree, and weigh in, too.

That catalog is full of curiosities. Sometimes initial reviews of works that have since joined the canon are shockingly brief, taking up just a few inches of space in the physical magazine. The Bell Jar got roughly 150 words in 1971, the year it appeared in the United States for the first time--even though "the author hoped it never would, understandably since it is not really a good novel, although extremely promising as first novels go," Phoebe Lou Adams wrote. (That last comment is especially grim because Sylvia Plath was dead by the time the review was released.) In 1945, D. C. Russell evaluated Raymond Chandler, and tempered his praise with the warning that Chandler's hard-boiled formula might be getting him into "a rut." Some pieces are incredibly long, much longer than we'd run now--and not always to their betterment, unfortunately. Others passionately extol the virtues of books pretty much forgotten today: For example, in 1934, we printed a rave review for Men Against the Sea, the second installment in a historical-fiction trilogy about the aftermath of the famous mutiny on the HMS Bounty.

I'm frequently surprised by how many articles in the archive feel prescient and relatable. In 1957, Alfred A. Knopf weighed in on the changes he'd seen in publishing. "It becomes more and more difficult to get a reasonable hearing for a book that is simply good--not a world-shaking masterpiece, not the choice of a major book club, not to be made into a supercolossal movie, but just a good book," he wrote, which is a sentiment I could have expressed yesterday. In 1873, Arthur George Sedgwick reviewed Middlemarch, and attempted to evaluate the novel in the context of George Eliot's career, analyze its theme of fate, and think widely about English literature--but in the end, he ruefully dismissed the whole project. "In the attempt to play the critic of such works as these, one cannot help feeling that to properly analyze and explain George Eliot, another George Eliot is needed," he wrote. It's a feeling that any working critic probably sympathizes with. And in 1922, Carl S. Patton published a long article on another familiar dilemma: Buying new books when at home there's "an ever-increasing number of books that I have not read." (Same.)

Seeing how many people over many years have thought about and wrestled with the same things as I have is heartening, and reassuring, and humbling. It reminds me that the work we're doing today might be similarly reread and reevaluated in the future, and that initial reviews are merely the first draft of a book's reception. Styles and methods have changed over time, but we're doing the same thing as writers of the past: adding our voices to the archive.
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What to Watch, Read, and Listen To Today

Three <em>Atlantic</em> writers and editors share their Juneteenth recommendations.

by Malcolm Ferguson, Hannah Giorgis, Vann R. Newkirk II




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 Juneteenth, three Atlantic writers and editors share their recommendations for what to listen to, read, and watch.



How to Spend Today

"Ooo Baby Baby," by Aretha Franklin and Smokey Robinson 

In 1979, Aretha Franklin sat shoulder to shoulder with Smokey Robinson on a piano bench during an impromptu performance of Robinson's "Ooo Baby Baby." Aretha tickled the keys while they harmonized effortlessly, and the Soul Train audience huddled around them in a hushed awe. It's an intimate and perfectly organic performance, and the chemistry between them is undeniable and unsurprising; they went from childhood friends in Detroit to simultaneous cornerstones of Black American music. I don't think I've ever skipped this rendition when it comes on shuffle. Three minutes of soul in its purest form.

"My Skin My Logo," by Solange and Gucci Mane 

This was a collaboration I never knew I needed. The track from When I Get Home, one of Solange's more innovative and eccentric projects, is both simple and provocative. These two Black southerners are from opposite ends of the spectrum of Black musical expression--Solange, the Black bohemian foil to her pop-star sister; Gucci, the trap-star icon and a fixture of southern rap--and on this song, they rap about each other. Solange tells us what Gucci likes (to slang, to bang), Gucci tells us what Solange likes (to ball, to shop), and they both collapse on how their self-expression is tied to their Blackness--my skin, my logo.

-- Malcolm Ferguson, assistant editor

***

On Juneteenth, by Annette Gordon-Reed

Back in 2021, about a month before Juneteenth became a federal holiday, The Atlantic published an excerpt from Annette Gordon-Reed's book about its history. When I read the rest of On Juneteenth shortly afterward, I was struck not only by the events that the Pulitzer-winning historian thoroughly researched, but also by the dexterity of her prose. She looks beyond familiar landmark moments such as the Battle of the Alamo to construct a more truthful historical record of Texas and the country. Gordon-Reed also sheds light on the narratives that she encountered only in passing throughout her early education--about people such as Estebanico, an African man who was brought to present-day Texas decades before the start of plantation slavery. With rigor and curiosity, On Juneteenth ensures that memories of Black life are not shrouded by national mythologies.

Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America, by Saidiya Hartman

Like much of Saidiya Hartman's more recent work, her 1997 debut book, Scenes of Subjection, illuminates difficult chapters of Black life. She presents an unflinching chronicle of American slavery and does not shy away from depicting the horrors that enslaved people endured when the institution was still legal. But Hartman also shows that liberation did not materialize for Black people with the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation--or, for that matter, on Juneteenth. Scenes of Subjection details the haunting racist violence and legal injustices that continued long after the end of the Civil War, and the many other existential threats to Black personhood in the United States. If we begin to examine just how integral chattel slavery was to the nation's founding, as the book suggests, then perhaps we can better understand the "unfreedom" that has shaped Black life centuries later.

-- Hannah Giorgis, staff writer

***

Stax: Soulsville USA (Max)

The Stax: Soulsville USA docuseries is a real treat and a nostalgia trip. It looks at Stax Records, founded in Memphis in 1957 and one of the most influential record labels in American history. The horn-heavy "Stax sound" once challenged Motown for supremacy in soul music, propelled by megahits such as Sam & Dave's "Soul Man." I'm a superfan of Otis Redding and Carla Thomas, two artists who recorded for Stax, so I was always in the target audience here--but Stax is a great Juneteenth watch for anybody looking to learn more about Black music.

A Choice of Weapons: Inspired by Gordon Parks (Max)

I've also been on a serious Gordon Parks kick recently, so for my second recommendation I'll go with the film A Choice of Weapons: Inspired by Gordon Parks. It's a pretty straightforward documentary about the life of Parks, one of the most important Black photographers and filmmakers of the 20th century, the world he chronicled, and the people he influenced. For anybody who leaves the film inspired to learn more about him, I also recommend preordering the rerelease of Parks's Born Black, which features his original photographs and essays, out on June 25. It's a remarkable and stunning work.

-- Vann R. Newkirk II, senior editor

P.S.

I also have to mention the (Emmy-winning) film Lowndes County and the Road to Black Power, available on Peacock and VOD, which was inspired by my reporting here at The Atlantic.

-- Vann



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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

Cooling technology has become an American necessity--but an expensive one.

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.


As a heat wave spreads across America, the whirring of air conditioners follows close behind. AC has become an American necessity--but at what cost?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The rise of a new, dangerous cynicism
 	David Frum: The most dangerous bias in today's America
 	J. D. Vance makes his VP pitch.




The Cost of Cooling

It's going to be a really hot week. Americans across the country are feeling the full force of the "heat dome," with temperatures creeping toward 100 degrees--and humidity that makes it feel even hotter. About 80 million Americans, largely on the East Coast and in the Midwest, are under extreme-heat alerts. Record-breaking heat has already descended on the Southwest this year: In Phoenix, temperatures rose to 113 degrees earlier this month (nearly a dozen people fainted at a Trump rally there).

A single piece of technology has made recent heat waves safer and more bearable than they'd be otherwise. The trusty air conditioner doesn't just cool us off--it has shaped the way we live in America, my colleague Rebecca J. Rosen wrote in The Atlantic in 2011. AC changed home design and reoriented workdays; it even arguably influenced the way that Congress operates, by expanding the legislative calendar into the summer. Robust at-home cooling helped make living in fast-growing regions such as the Southwest more appealing--and that region has reshaped American politics and life. (One author even credits AC with getting Ronald Reagan elected.)

It wasn't always this way. In the early 20th century, AC was generally reserved for public spaces; around 1940, well under 1 percent of American homes had AC. But in the decades that followed, the technology found its way into more households. By 2001, about 77 percent of homes had AC. Now some 90 percent of American homes use air-conditioning, according to a 2020 federal-government survey. AC was once seen by many Americans as a nice-to-have, rather than a necessity. But in recent decades, Americans have experienced an attitude shift: Pew polling found that in 2006, 70 percent of people considered AC a necessity, compared with about half who viewed it that way a decade earlier. And the country has only gotten hotter since then.

AC units and the energy required to power them can be quite expensive, presenting a real burden for many people: 27 percent of Americans said they had difficulty paying energy bills in 2020. Still, people across income brackets rely on AC: Households making more than $100,000 are only moderately more likely to have AC than those making less than $30,000. (Globally, according to one estimate, only about 8 percent of the nearly 3 billion people in the hottest regions have access to AC.) The prevalence of AC in the U.S. does vary by region: More than half of homes in Seattle and San Francisco were without AC in 2019, according to census data. But heat waves are pushing more and more residents to plug in.

The environmental cost of air-conditioning puts users in an impossible predicament. The United Nations warned last year that global energy used for cooling could double by 2050, and that it could make up 10 percent of the world's greenhouse-gas emissions at that point. At least until more efficient cooling is widespread, AC will contribute to the rising heat that makes it essential.

The risks of heat are real: Hot weather kills more people than other weather events, and heat-related deaths have risen dramatically by the year. Efforts to enshrine heat protections for workers are under way in some places--but they have not always gone over well. Fewer than 10 states have any sort of workplace heat protections in place, and notably absent from the list are some of the most scorching states. In some cases, that's a choice made by lawmakers: Earlier this year, Ron DeSantis blocked an effort to pass heat-safety measures for laborers in Florida. Still, the Biden administration is expected to propose the first federal legislation addressing heat in the workplace in the coming months.

AC was key to the development of America in the 20th century. As Rebecca notes in her article, "The suburban American dream was built on the sweat of air conditioners." The sweltering America of the future may rely on the units for its survival too.

Related: 

	How air-conditioning invented the modern world
 	"La Nina really can't come soon enough"




Today's News

	The Biden administration announced a new plan that will clear a path to citizenship for some undocumented spouses of U.S. citizens. Those who qualify will no longer have to leave the country to secure permanent residency.
 	Russian President Vladimir Putin arrived in North Korea for the first time in 24 years and met with the country's leader, Kim Jong Un. They discussed strengthening their nations' partnership and countering the global influence of the United States.
 	The bipartisan House Ethics Committee expanded its investigation into Representative Matt Gaetz, who is accused of sexual misconduct, illegal drug use, and accepting improper gifts. Gaetz has denied the allegations.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: No amount of adaptation to climate change can fix Miami's water problems, Mario Alejandro Ariza writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Chantel Walkes



Before Juneteenth

By Susannah J. Ural and Ann Marsh Daly

Juneteenth--sometimes called America's second Independence Day--takes its name from June 19, 1865, when the U.S. Army in Galveston, Texas, posted a proclamation declaring the enslaved free. In 1866, Black Galvestonians gathered to commemorate the date of their freedom, beginning an annual observance in Texas that spread across the nation and became a federal holiday in 2021. But the slender volume in the Mississippi museum, and the summer-long celebrations in New Orleans that it records, invites us to realize that Juneteenth was a national holiday from the start.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Good on Paper: Who really protests, and why?
 	Why are more athletes running for office?
 	The new calculus of summer workouts
 	Why American newspapers keep picking British editors
 	Instagram is not a cigarette.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Yana Iskayeva / Getty.



Listen. The new episode of How to Know What's Real asks if we have, as a culture, fully embraced the end of endings.

Read. "Mojave Ghost," a poem by Forrest Gander:

"Looking for their night roost, tiny / birds drop like stars into the darkened dead trees / around me."

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I'll end on a totally unrelated note, but maybe it will take your mind off the heat: Having seen Illinoise on Broadway last week--a new show featuring the songs of Sufjan Stevens, choreography by Justin Peck, and a dialogue-free plot by Jackie Sibblies Drury--I was interested to read this analysis of how many Broadway hits this season are rooted in pop music. Apparently, more than half of the new musicals that opened on Broadway this year feature scores by artists with backgrounds in the music industry, including Barry Manilow, Britney Spears, David Byrne, and Alicia Keys. As the New York Times reporter Michael Paulson notes, "In some ways, this is an everything-old-is-new-again phenomenon. In the early 20th century, figures like Irving Berlin and Cole Porter found success both onstage and on the radio." But now that so many mainstream artists are also writing scores, he writes, "what was once a trickle ... is becoming a flood."

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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

Either that, or they're betting their base doesn't care about the truth.

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 is running neck and neck with Joe Biden, and might even be taking the lead in the 2024 race. Yet Republicans and their media ecosystem seem to be in a panic about their candidate.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anthony Fauci: The first three months
 	The Biden campaign's losing battle
 	Chlamydia is coming for koalas.




The Path of Deception

As the presidential candidates head into their first debate next week, Trump's people should be happy. Their candidate, of course, is dragging around a sled loaded with politically toxic baggage: He's a convicted felon; he was found liable for sexual abuse; he tried to incite an insurrection; his speeches include gibberish about sharks and a movie cannibal. He multiplies his own troubles at every turn, even undermining surrogates who keep trying to explain away his darker or weirder statements. And yet, against every rule of political physics, Trump is running even or perhaps pulling ahead of a reasonably successful incumbent.

But if Trump is doing so well, why is his campaign and its support system in right-wing media resorting to easily disproved lies? Joe Biden's age has been a brutal factor in keeping his poll numbers low. The president is weaker of voice and stiffer of gait than he was even a few years ago, and more likely now to mangle a word or phrase. The GOP has its pick of examples to use to keep making that case, yet the party resorts to cheap tricks such as deceptive video editing.

Last week, for example, Biden was at the G7 meeting in Italy. The Republican National Committee released a video of him apparently wandering off from a group at a skydiving exhibition, like a confused grandpa looking for the van back to the senior-citizens home. The New York Post dutifully ran with the video. It looked bad--but as presented, it was a lie. Biden was turning to talk to a paratrooper just a few yards to his left.

The RNC video and the Post's obedient amplification weren't based on spin or interpretation. Someone had to have looked at that video of Biden in Europe and made the conscious decision to create a lie. Let's just cut the frame right there so that Biden looks like he wandered off. By the time anyone figures it out, it won't matter.

The video made the rounds, and maybe that's all the RNC wanted. A lie, as the saying goes, gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to get its pants on. And, as I often point out, I am a grown-up who has worked with local and national politicians. I am fully aware that politics ain't beanbag and dirty tricks are part of the game. But if your candidate is doing well, why take the risk? A party that thinks its candidate is in control doesn't take the chance of pulling the spotlight away from the opponent, which is exactly what happens when campaign operatives get caught in a lie.

The campaign engaged in a similarly baffling move this past weekend, when Trump went to Detroit. The Trump courtier Kellyanne Conway went on Fox News to congratulate him for speaking to 8,000 people at a Black church. Trump did, in fact, speak at a Black church--but to a crowd of perhaps 100 or so mostly white people in a half-empty space that couldn't hold 8,000 people even if seats were installed in the rafters and on the roof. (Its pastor gamely said the next day that he was surprised at the number of Black people who actually attended, considering that some had initially laughed at him when he approached them on the street about the event.)

So why not take the win, run the video of Trump with a Black pastor, and leave it at that? Why go for the big lie and then look foolish?

One possibility is that the Trump campaign is worried. Maybe Conway was just gilding the Trump lily, but MAGA world appears to be working overtime to make Trump and Biden seem indistinguishable and thus equivalently awful. Last week, Andrew Ross Sorkin reported on CNBC that top U.S. business leaders were concerned about Trump's mental fitness after a meeting on June 13 with the former president. Several CEOs, according to Sorkin, said that Trump "was remarkably meandering, could not keep a straight thought," and "was all over the map."

Hours after the Trump story dropped, the New York Post ran an article that used almost identical language about Biden meeting with G7 leaders, featuring comments attributed to a "diplomatic insider" and an "attendee from a non-US delegation."

Deceptively edited videos, nonexistent crowds, and No, your man is more senile than ours counterprogramming is not the sign of a confident campaign. But Trump's team might also be doing these things because they work.

The Biden video--even if only the arguing over the provenance of the video itself--wrested attention away from yet another disturbing Trump rant about sharks. Conway was ridiculed for her Detroit comments, but the media response to the Trump event was all the campaign could ask for. Instead of publishing a headline like "Trump Speaks to a Small, Mostly White Audience of Loyalists in Black Church as His Campaign Lies About Crowd Size," the Associated Press rolled out an article titled "Trump Blasts Immigrants for Taking Jobs as He Courts Voters at a Black Church, MAGA Event in Detroit." CBS went with "Trump Hosts Roundtable at Detroit Church, Says Biden Has Been 'Worst President for Black People.'"

If nonevents bolstered by outrageous falsehoods generate coverage like this, who could blame the Trump campaign for thinking that lying is merely a small frictional cost of getting great headlines? Trump's people understand the power of the fast lie and slow correction, and they know, too, that the media are reflexively averse to reporting on one of the major candidates as an unstable felon who is flatly lying to the public. Don't believe me about that "felon" part? Today, The New York Times ran the headline "Biden Campaign Ad Paints Trump as a Felon." Britain's Financial Times likewise wrote: "Joe Biden to Paint Donald Trump as 'Unhinged' Felon in $50mn Ad Campaign."

"Paint"?

Someone at The New York Times must have caught up with this headline, because by midday, the story was retitled "Biden Campaign Ad Calls Attention to Trump's Felon Status." But that first draft was indicative of the deep reluctance in some quarters to talk about Trump accurately, as if this were still 2016 and Trump hadn't yet shown that his flaws were more than mere speculation by his opponents.

The Trump campaign has seized on the essential truth that this election is about images and feelings rather than facts or policies. It is working to squeeze every vote it can out of its most extreme supporters by providing them with the high-octane Trumpiness they crave. But the campaign is also resorting to sometimes-desperate ploys in order to cover both candidates in a carefully formulated smog, hoping to obscure the differences between an old man who occasionally stumbles over his words and a nearly-as-old criminal who regularly wanders out of the gates of Fort Reality to go on a walkabout in the wilds of his unstable mind.

In the end, the Trump campaign has chosen the path of deception both because the weaknesses of its candidate demand it and because it's a more reliable path to better media coverage and to winning over credulous and inattentive voters. Why bother telling the truth if lying works so well?

Related:

	The motivated ignorance of Trump supporters
 	Let's talk about Trump's gibberish.




Today's News

	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu dissolved his war cabinet yesterday after two members resigned last week over disputes about the future of the war in Gaza.
 	Maryland became the first state to issue mass pardons for low-level marijuana-paraphernalia-related convictions, involving more than 18,000 convictions.
 	George Norcross, an influential Democratic political figure, was indicted on charges in New Jersey that include racketeering conspiracy, misconduct, and other financial crimes. Norcross has denied the accusations.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Being on a plane is never likely to feel great, Isabel Fattal writes. Can flying ever be comfortable?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Bill McCullough



It's Time to Stop Inviting Plus-Ones to Weddings

By Faith Hill

In the world of American wedding etiquette, plus-ones are straightforward, officially speaking. According to Lizzie Post, the great-great-granddaughter of the manners icon Emily Post and caretaker of her dynasty at the Emily Post Institute, the rules go like this: Granting a plus-one to single guests, especially those who are traveling or who don't know many other attendees, is nice--but not required. Inviting both members of a "serious" relationship, meanwhile, is absolutely essential. To split a couple up (even if you don't know your friend's partner at all, even if the partner is a jerk) would be "the height of rudeness," Post told me. Alrighty then, a definitive answer.
 Putting the theory into practice, though, can get a lot more complicated.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Infowars will live on.
 	The cause that turned idealists into authoritarian zealots
 	The humbling of Narendra Modi




Culture Break


HBO



Watch (or skip). Season 2 of House of the Dragon (out now on Max) comes close to being great, Shirley Li writes. It's bolder and nastier--and harder to watch.

Read. These six books will teach you more about the art of deception.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many of you know how much I love vintage television programs. Today, I thought I'd point you toward a show that is now almost old enough to count as vintage: House (you'll sometimes see it as House, M.D.), whose first episode aired almost 20 years ago.

Part of what I find fascinating about watching House now is noting how much American television changed from the 1980s to the 2000s so that it could make room for protagonists who were just awful people. Perhaps this was the influence of The Sopranos, which dared us to empathize with a Mafia killer, but it wasn't so long ago that Dabney Coleman (whose recent death prompted me to think about this more) couldn't help his gem of a sitcom, Buffalo Bill, survive on network TV. Coleman's character, a narcissistic jerk stuck in a small TV station in Buffalo, New York, was an irredeemable son of a bitch--and hilarious. Coleman was wonderful, but Americans weren't ready for a weekly visit with that kind of guy, and the series lasted only about one year. (Then-NBC Entertainment President Brandon Tartikoff would later admit that his decision to cancel the show was "a crime.")

Hugh Laurie's Dr. Gregory House is also a narcissistic jerk, stuck in a small hospital in New Jersey. He also has a huge mean streak. (Just ask Detective Michael Tritter.) House is a Vicodin-addicted genius with a painful limp who shows his team how much he cares for them by calling them morons and idiots. In each episode, House solves a medical mystery--the show's creator, David Shore, based him on Sherlock Holmes--while making it clear that he doesn't believe in God, humanity, goodness, or anything except being right. (The series is also a reminder that comedic actors such as Laurie can sometimes play a dark character better than their colleagues who usually do drama.)

I liked House the first time around. I liked him even more and even identified with him a bit the second time ... But on reflection, maybe that's not saying anything too nice about me.

-- Tom



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 Perfect-Length Movie

Culture and entertainment musts from Evan McMurry

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 Evan McMurry, the senior editor on our audience team.

Evan's latest project has been finding 100-minute films to watch--in part a reaction to today's bloated budgets and run times. He also enjoys reading anything by John le Carre, listening to Future Islands' synth-rock arrangements, and visiting the two fart machines on display in Baltimore.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	July/August cover story: What will become of American civilization?
 	A wild plan to avert catastrophic sea-level rise
 	The decline of streaking




The Culture Survey: Evan McMurry

The arts product my friends are talking about most right now: Future Islands, an emotive synth-rock band from my adopted town of Baltimore, has united my circle in a way that no band has in a decade. Parents, siblings, friends, neighbors--all with disparate music tastes--are eardrunk on this band. Most fascinating: All of us have said some version of "This isn't the type of music I normally listen to, but ..." I think that the band's crossover appeal comes from the combination of simple, sticky melodies and the honed arrangements, which are all bouncy bass lines and just-right tambourine accents. The sum of the sound is more analog than you'd expect, and more fun.

My favorite blockbuster and favorite art movie: Lately I've been trying to thread this needle by watching what I call the 100-minute, $20 million film. Remember those? Before Marvel gave everything cinematic-universe gigantism, there were films like David Cronenberg's A Dangerous Method, a quick study of the frenemy-ship between Carl Jung and Sigmund Freud, which cost an estimated $20 million to make. Clocking in at 99 minutes and featuring a cast that could fit in my Prius, the film is a clinic in brisk storytelling.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: Jennifer duBois's debut novel, A Partial History of Lost Causes, is a tale of a character who resembles the chess champion and dissident Garry Kasparov, and a young woman about to die from Huntington's disease who joins in his opposition campaign against Vladimir Putin. Much triteness has been squeezed from "bucket list"-style premises, but duBois's writing is cliche-free. No one in her novel lives life to its fullest; instead, they make blinkered attempts to transcend their metaphorical and literal prisons through devotion to battles they can't win. Do they fail? And in failing, do they succeed?

Another title that stood me on my head, almost literally: Stephen J. Pyne's How the Grand Canyon Became Grand. If an intellectual history of the Grand Canyon sounds a bit pretentious, it is. But it's also a fascinating retrospective, tracing early European explorers' initial impression of the canyon (they saw it as an inconvenient pothole on their road to imperialism), John Wesley Powell's popularization of it as a geological record of American ancientness (Hegel features in this more than you'd think), and the canyon's current status as an Instagram backdrop. Pyne recounts how the canyon forced American painters to reorient their bearings; rather than looking up the incline of mountains, which used to be a common focus for their naturalistic works, they learned to look down into the gorges of the canyon. His argument made me hold the prints of the paintings upside down. Talk about a book changing your viewpoint. [Related: How to survive running across the Grand Canyon]

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love: The first album I ever bought was R.E.M.'s Monster, a fact that used to make me feel young but now makes me feel old. Monster was disdained upon its release, and gained a reputation as the CD you were most likely to encounter in the used bin at The Wherehouse. Now almost 30 years old, it comes off as sophisticated and playful. The honking tremolo of Peter Buck's guitar, Michael Stipe's gender-ambiguous vocals, even the bear/cat creature on the cover--the whole album rattles. Holding it all together is "Strange Currencies," both the most straightforward love song the band ever recorded and a refracted pop-fugue of unrequited longing. The tune recently received a boost when it was featured in the second season of The Bear, but some of us have had it on repeat since '94.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: Located just blocks from each other in Baltimore, the Maryland Science Center and the American Visionary Arts Museum both have fart machines. One of the machines teaches kids (and adults) about the science of gas; the other one hides in a basement with all the smirking bawdiness of a John Waters film. I don't think this pairing is intentional, but it captures the low-key essence of this smart, eccentric town. And yes, I have visited both in one day.

An author I will read anything by: John le Carre, though "anything" in this case involves quite a lot of books. I've read all of his major titles, including the Smiley trilogy and many volumes beyond, yet there's still a lot of his late-1980s and '90s stuff I haven't gotten around to. Le Carre remained strong, right up until the end: Agent Running in the Field, the last novel he finished before his death, wasn't his best, but it would have been almost any other writer's best. Crackling with, among other topics, Brexit, Trump, and our era's twining anxiety and idealism, it reads like the novel of a 29-year-old, not an 89-year-old. My guy probably had another three bangers in him when he died. [Related: John le Carre's scathing tale of Brexit Britain]

The last debate I had about culture: My friends and I have been discussing the far-right nationalist faction of the metal scene, and to what extent it has disappeared. Ten years ago, if someone recommended a metal band, you had to do your research to ensure that their demon growling wasn't masking pro-Aryan propaganda; it turned me and others away from the genre. However, I recently attended Maryland Deathfest and found a welcoming, LGBTQ-friendly atmosphere free from that former edge. I'm not sure whether this is a scene-wide phenomenon or whether metal has self-sorted along ideological lines the way so much of our culture has.

The last thing that made me cry: Jonathan Terrell's "In the Mirror," about the passing of his brother, got me in the throat. I recently lost my father, something that a few months later I still haven't a clue what to do about. Grief snags me in unguarded moments, not the least when I look in the mirror or see a picture of myself. I have much of my father's face, especially his mouth and cheeks, so I can't smile without feeling the stab of his absence. Terrell's song helped me rethink this ghostly tap on the shoulder as a blessing, even if it doesn't feel like one: "Brother, my biggest fear / is to lose you in the lines / as time rolls by / and not see you in the mirror." Better to be reminded, however gutting, than to forget.



The Week Ahead

	The 77th Tony Awards, whose nominees include Jonathan Groff and Jim Parsons (tonight on CBS)
 	Kinds of Kindness, a comedy-drama film by Yorgos Lanthimos that is divided into three stories (in theaters Friday)
 	When the Clock Broke, a book by John Ganz about con artists, conspiracists, and the political upheaval of the early 1990s (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Americans Are Mad About All the Wrong Costs

By Annie Lowrey

The Great Inflation is, thank goodness, over ...
 This is all good news. But the United States had a huge problem with prices even before this intense bout of inflation--and will continue to have a huge problem with prices going forward. The sharp increase in costs for small-ticket items that families buy on a day-to-day basis made prices far more salient for American households, but it is the big-ticket, fixed costs that have had the most deleterious impact on family finances over time. These are the costs that are truly sapping average Americans' ambitions to get ahead, and they are not going down.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The next great American mega-genre
 	American women are at a breaking point.
 	The Harlem Renaissance was bigger than Harlem.
 	The most influential climate-disaster thriller of all time
 	Bridgerton faces the limits of romantic fantasy.
 	When anxiety is not a superpower
 	Rachel Cusk's lonely experiment
 	"An ode to my intact dog"
 	Eight books to read if you're in a creative slump




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Anne Applebaum: Trump is not America's Le Pen--he's worse.
 	The president's son is found guilty.
 	Israel's wartime government just collapsed. Does it matter?




Photo Album


ABBA performed during the 1974 Eurovision Song Contest, which they went on to win. (Olle Lindeborg / AFP / Getty)



Fifty years ago, President Richard Nixon resigned from office, the stuntman Evel Knievel attempted to jump across a canyon, and ABBA launched a hugely successful career. Check out these photos, which cover some historical moments of 1974.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Quest to Make Flying More Comfortable

Being on a plane is not likely to feel great--no matter what you bring aboard with you.

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.


Back in 2017, Kelly Conaboy had it out for the neck pillow: "This half-ovate, toilet-seat cover-esque object reigns as King of Travel Accessories, while failing miserably at its intended sole use," she wrote. One of the many compelling arguments in her essay is that the neck pillow resembles "the first-ever stone pillow used by Mesopotamians in 7,000 BC"; "Seems like we should not still be using a pillow that looks like the first-ever stone pillow used by Mesopotamians in 7,000 BC, but that's just my opinion," Conaboy writes.

Even if your thoughts on travel neck pillows aren't as strong as Conaboy's, you may relate to the experience of shelling out for one travel convenience or another, hoping it will make your time in the sky a little bit easier. (I don't have a neck pillow or a sleep mask myself, but I do meticulously prepare my in-flight Spotify playlists--a different type of sleep aid.) The truth is that flying is weird and uncomfortable, no matter what you bring aboard. Perhaps all that's left is to give in.



On Travel Habits

Against the Travel Neck Pillow

By Kelly Conaboy 

This useless accessory has one job--which it fails at.

Read the article.

The Guilt-Free Pleasure of Airplane Movies

By Lenika Cruz

Amid the endless tiny indignities of air travel, only one true retreat remains.

Read the article.

The Carry-On-Baggage Bubble Is About to Pop

By Ian Bogost

Airplanes aren't made for this much luggage.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Flying is weird right now: This past spring, Charlie Warzel asked: Is flying less safe? Or are we just paying closer attention?
 	Why people act like that on planes: Some cry, or crave tomato juice. Others vape in the bathroom and throw fits, Lora Kelley wrote last year.




Other Diversions

	Eight books to read if you're in a creative slump
 	How to take-and give--criticism well
 	What do dogs know about us?




P.S.


Courtesy of Katya Sabaroff Taylor



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Katya Sabaroff Taylor, age 80, from Tallahassee, Florida, shared this image of the heart of a hibiscus flower grown in her garden. "I often photograph flowers in my garden because of their intricacy, delicacy, majesty, vivid coloration, and organic beauty," she wrote.

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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An All-American Hot-Dog Controversy

What happens when you combine franks, the Fourth of July, a sponsorship dispute, and a Netflix special?

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.


Hot dogs. The Fourth of July. An opportunely timed Netflix special. Joey Chestnut's sponsorship dustup is an all-American tale.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Wildfire smoke is a public-health emergency.
 	Hussein Ibish: For Hamas, everything is going according to plan.
 	The Harlem Renaissance was bigger than Harlem.




Dog Days of Summer

Chaos and confusion have descended on the world of hot dogs.

Earlier this week, news broke that Joey Chestnut, the GOAT of eating a lot of hot dogs very quickly (he holds the world record, at 76 dogs in 10 minutes), would not be competing in this year's Nathan's Famous Hot Dog Eating Contest on July 4. The New York Post published a headline on Tuesday about Chestnut's departure due to "beef over vegan franks" (you have to hand it to them)--the event, according to the Post, had booted Chestnut because of a partnership with the fake-meat company Impossible Foods. Then Chestnut posted on his X account, @joeyjaws, that he "was gutted to learn from the media" about being "banned." Within a day, Netflix announced that it would be airing a Labor Day hot-dog-eating showdown between Chestnut and his rival Takeru Kobayashi. Its title, predictably, is Chestnut vs. Kobayashi: Unfinished Beef.

That Chestnut had reportedly taken a deal with another hot-dog brand (one that does not even sell real meat!) appeared to be at the core of the dispute. Major League Eating, competitive consumption's governing body, denied banning Chestnut, saying that the separation was an inevitable outcome of its rules on partnering with competitors: "For nearly two decades we have worked under the same basic hot dog exclusivity provisions," the organization said in a statement to the Post ("hot dog exclusivity provisions" is an amazing phrase). And as George Shea, the charismatic host of the contest, told The New York Times earlier this week, "It would be like back in the day Michael Jordan coming to Nike, who made his Air Jordans, and saying, 'I am just going to rep Adidas too' ... It just can't happen." Further complicating the story, Chestnut said in his thread on X, "To set the record straight, I do not have a contract with MLE or Nathan's and they are looking to change the rules from past years."

Shoving dozens of dogs down one's gullet is not historically or intuitively an athletic endeavor. Still, enterprising promotional efforts from Shea, in particular, have transformed the Coney Island hot-dog competition from a local novelty into an American pastime. Major League Eating runs competitions throughout the year, including a sweet-corn-consumption event and something called the "Ultimate Bologna Showdown." But the July 4 contest is the undisputed marquee event.

The league's reputation is a testament to the power of an all-American impulse: to spin a lucrative business nearly out of thin air. In this case, clever publicists set out to make the hot-dog contest a thing with the help of a seemingly apocryphal origin story. They spread the legend that the Coney Island contest began in 1916, though Nathan's has said that it had no record of the event before the 1970s. The mythmaking worked: TV replay of the men's hot-dog-eating contest generally garners more than 1 million annual viewers.

But despite the league's success, even the champions have struggled to earn as much as they would like. Kobayashi, who dominated in the years before Chestnut ruled the scene, has himself been out of the big competition since 2009 because of a contract dispute with Major League Eating. As Adam Felder wrote in The Atlantic in 2013, competitive eaters "leverage their limited celebrity into endorsement deals and sponsorships the same way that LeBron James and Kobe Bryant earn money well beyond their player contracts."

The MLE is no NBA. But these competitors, Felder explains, are not immune to some of the dynamics that plague other, more conventional competitive leagues. As anyone who has followed Caitlin Clark's ascent knows, the superstar receives a modest salary from the WNBA; she, like many athletes with a large following, supplements that base pay with lucrative brand deals. Clark has brought attention to low pay in sports--a dynamic that's surprisingly common for athletes across the board but especially pervasive for women. The astronomical pay packages that star players in popular sports receive are rare compared with the many athletes who must work second jobs. A survey of about 500 Olympians and elite professional athletes released in 2020 found that nearly 60 percent say they are not financially stable. Chestnut is the star of his league, but even he is hustling.

What Chestnut and the league have shared over the past 19 years is mutually beneficial: Their relationship catapulted both sides closer to mainstream fame and wealth through an improbable endeavor. And its demise is not a fait accompli. Shea has left the door open for Chestnut to return to the July 4 contest. The Netflix special is on the calendar. And maybe, still, after all this drama, Chestnut will compete on Coney Island next month, looming larger than ever in the public imagination. Perhaps his hot dogs will taste all the better.

Related:

	No sport is safe. (From 2013)
 	It's not a sandwich. (From 2015)




Today's News

	Russian President Vladimir Putin demanded that Ukraine forfeit four southeastern regions, which make up more than one-fifth of Ukraine's sovereign territory, as a condition for a permanent cease-fire.
 	In a 6-3 vote, the Supreme Court struck down a Trump-era ban on bump stocks, an accessory for semiautomatic rifles that can allow them to rapidly fire rounds.
 	The Justice Department declined to prosecute Attorney General Merrick Garland, who was found to be in contempt of Congress for refusing to hand over the audio tapes of Special Counsel Robert Hur's interviews with President Joe Biden.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: Americans are mad about the wrong costs, Annie Lowrey writes. "Don't complain about the price of a Big Mac. Complain about the price of a house."
 	The Books Briefing: Writer's block is a common affliction, for which there is no silver-bullet cure, Gal Beckerman writes. But some books can help you get out of a creative rut.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ricardo Rey



The Most Influential Climate-Disaster Thriller of All Time

By Shirley Li

Lee Isaac Chung was a junior in high school in 1996 when he and his father walked into a theater in Fayetteville, Arkansas, to watch a movie about tornadoes. Chung was skeptical of the premise. How could you make a whole movie about this? he wondered. If a tornado comes, you just run and hide.
 Throughout his childhood, when tornado season descended upon rural Arkansas, Chung would head outside to gaze at approaching storms. He found the buildup irresistible--the darkening skies, the shifting temperatures, the way the air itself seemed to change. "I would stay out there until it started raining," he told me recently. "The adults are grabbing all the stuff, and I'm just standing out there, like ..." He demonstrated: neck craned upward, eyes open wide, arms outstretched as if ready to catch the clouds.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A generation of AI guinea pigs
 	One satellite crash could upend modern life.
 	Boston should rename its airport for Bill Russell.




Culture Break


Liam Daniel / Netflix



Watch. Bridgerton (streaming on Netflix) faced the limits of romantic fantasy and came out with a wittier, more biting show in Season 3, Shirley Li writes.

Read. Rachel Cusk once abandoned plot in her fiction. Now, in her latest book, Parade, characters must go too.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I just finished reading Dr. No, a madcap satire by one of America's all-time-great puncturers of American myth: Percival Everett. In the novel, Everett sends up James Bond films, race relations, and math professors. We learn early on that the hero of the novel is a scholar of nothing--it's not that he doesn't study anything; it's that he studies the concept of nothing. Much wordplay and antics ensue, some of which go off the rails. But reading this novel is at least as fun as watching a hot-dog-eating competition--and more narratively compelling than even the greatest spun-up promotional backstory.

-- 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 Era of Inescapable AI

Apple's latest move normalizes the controversial technology.

by Damon Beres




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


Earlier this week, Apple announced that it will soon lace its devices with generative AI, bringing "Apple Intelligence" to iPhones, iPads, and Macs later this year. Users will be able to allow the machine to write emails for them, create custom emoji and other synthetic illustrations, transcribe and summarize phone calls, and so on.

As my colleagues Matteo Wong and Charlie Warzel described in a recent article for The Atlantic, "No single feature demonstrated today is new, exactly ... 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."

Matteo and Charlie argue that the update will effectively turn Apple hardware into an "AI Trojan horse," normalizing a technology that--while frequently fun and helpful--remains prone to glitches and is of uncertain value to users. Tim Cook, Apple's CEO, acknowledges these concerns even as his company prepares to roll its generative-AI features out. Asked by The Washington Post this week about his confidence that Apple Intelligence will not "hallucinate," or confidently assert false information as true to its users, Cook admitted: "It's not 100 percent."




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Apple.



The iPhone Is Now an AI Trojan Horse

By Matteo Wong and Charlie Warzel

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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	This is what it looks like when AI eats the world: "The web itself is being shoved into a great unknown," Charlie Warzel writes.




P.S.

Maybe Apple Intelligence will be enough to make the iPhone cool again. In 2022, I wrote about how the device has lost its spark.

--Damon
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What Writer's Block Feels Like

Being stuck is a regular affliction when you do this work for a living, though it can affect anyone who just has to write an email or a birthday card--all of us, that is.

by Gal Beckerman




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. 

Nearly every week as I sit down to write this newsletter, I'm gripped with panic--the feeling lasts from a few minutes to half a day, and evaporates only once an idea emerges and I find the words to convey it. Writer's block is a regular affliction when you do this work for a living, though it could easily affect anyone who just has to write an email or a birthday card--all of us, that is. The sensation is like losing your keys: They are somewhere in the house. I know I left them on the kitchen counter last night, though maybe I forgot them in the car? They exist, in any case! Just not in my pocket, where I need them to be.

If I could come up with an antidote, I would, and happily guzzle it when I needed some bolstering. Instead, it's useful to read about other creative people who also find their minds regularly going blank. This week, Chelsea Leu has put together a list of books that confront such ruts. "The condition," she writes, "is like quicksand: The harder you try to dig your way out of it, the more your own lack of inspiration overwhelms you."

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	American women are at a breaking point
 	What to read when you have only half an hour
 	The father-son talk I never expected to have
 	Rachel Cusk's lonely experiment


Leu has some great selections, including one of the stranger books I love: Geoff Dyer's Out of Sheer Rage. This is a book about a man who is torturing himself with his inability to write a book. As a result, he writes a book, the one we're reading. More precisely, Dyer is trying to put together an academic study of the writer D. H. Lawrence, but is failing miserably to complete the task in any straightforward way. He feels thoroughly stuck, and in this state spends pages describing all the unstructured thoughts he has about Lawrence. What emerges in the end is a portrait of the writer--of Lawrence, but also of Dyer--and a mission statement of sorts about books that approach their subject too methodically. "Spare me the drudgery of systematic examinations," Dyer writes, "and give me the lightning flashes of those wild books in which there is no attempt to cover the ground thoroughly or reasonably." Maybe, as Leu points out, this is helpful advice for escaping the dreaded blankness: Stop trying so hard to make it perfect, and just get writing.




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

By Chelsea Leu

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Berlin, by Jason Lutes

In September 1928, two strangers meet on a train headed into Berlin: Marthe Muller, an artist from Cologne looking for her place in the world, and Kurt Severing, a journalist distraught by the dark political forces rending his beloved city. Lutes began this 580-page graphic novel in 1994 and completed it in 2018, and it's a meticulously researched, gorgeous panoramic view of the last years of the Weimar Republic. The story focuses most attentively on the lives of ordinary Berliners, including Muller, Severing, and two families warped by the increasing chaos. Certain panels even capture the stray thoughts of city dwellers, which float in balloons above their heads as they ride the trams, attend art class, and bake bread. Throughout, Berlin glitters with American jazz and underground gay clubs, all while Communists clash violently with National Socialists in the streets--one party agitating for workers and revolution, the other seething with noxious anti-Semitism and outrage over Germany's "humiliation" after World War I. On every page are the tensions of a culture on the brink.  -- Chelsea Leu

From our list: Eight books that will take you somewhere new



Out Next Week

? When the Clock Broke: Con Men, Conspiracists, and How America Cracked Up in the Early 1990s, by John Ganz

? 1974: A Personal History, by Francine Prose


? Night Flyer: Harriet Tubman and the Faith Dreams of a Free People, by Tiya Miles




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: James Parker / Getty.



An Ode to My Intact Dog

By James Parker

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.

Read the full article.



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


Explore all of our newsletters.
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The 'Jimmy Clean Hands' Election

Criticizing Trump without trying to stop him is meaningless.

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.


Some of the people who once supported Donald Trump seem to want him to win, but without the moral stain of voting for him themselves.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	American women are at a breaking point.
 	Donald Trump's message to Milwaukee
 	The fundamentalist, the technocrat, and the reformist




Floating Above the Fray

In the director Sergio Leone's final movie, the 1984 crime epic Once Upon a Time in America, a group of Jewish gangsters in early-20th-century New York City goes from rags to riches and then to disaster. Along the way, they serve as muscle for the labor movement against cops and strikebreakers, which is fine with everyone except Jimmy O'Donnell, a rising and idealistic union organizer. O'Donnell--a small role played to perfection by the late Treat Williams--eventually comes to rely on the guns of the gangsters as he rises through the union ranks. But despite being up to his neck in the corruption around him, he keeps his distance from the thugs, who cynically nickname him "Jimmy Clean Hands."

The Republican Party now has an entire subculture of Jimmy Clean Hands types, who claim to recognize that Trump is completely unfit for office and have said that they will not vote for him--yet will not vote to stop him.

Some Republicans have gone the full distance back to Trump, criticizing him but also now pledging to vote for him. Bill Barr comes to mind, as does Nikki Haley. Barr is a true believer, and Haley is a shallow opportunist, but both are pillars of courage next to Republicans such as Paul Ryan, Chris Christie, and John Bolton, the supposed guardians of the guardrails who have made the case against Trump but have also vowed not to vote for either Trump or Joe Biden. (Bolton has said that he will write in Dick Cheney.) Even former Maryland Governor Larry Hogan, a more moderate Republican now running for a Senate seat, has said that he will write in a "symbolic vote that states my dissatisfaction with where the party is."

To his credit, Ryan went on Fox News (he sits on the board of the Fox Corporation) to make his case, an environment in which it takes nerve even to criticize Trump, much less offer people a permission structure to abandon him. Fear could be an influence among the Clean Hands folks; some Republican members of Congress reportedly told Liz Cheney that they would have voted to impeach Trump, but they literally feared for their safety. (Senator Mitt Romney voted in 2021 to convict Trump. He told my colleague McKay Coppins that, after January 6, he spent $5,000 a day on security for himself and his family because of violent threats.)

Members of Congress might use the excuse that their career is at stake, but Ryan isn't running for anything, and neither are most of the others. Mike Pence has been coy about whom he will choose, other than to say that he won't endorse Trump. But Pence should realize that he is finished in politics and has nothing to lose--beyond the social ostracization that might come from Trump-supporting friends--by taking a stronger stand against the president who didn't seem to care if a mob strung him up in front of the Capitol.

Arguments from onetime insiders such as Pence and former National Security Adviser Bolton are especially tinny, because they were "in the room" and know how dangerous Trump really is. Bolton even says so: On Tuesday night, he told MSNBC's Stephanie Ruhle that a second Trump term would be a disaster, especially because it would be staffed by people who--as Bolton admits--would be vetted to ensure they would never try to emulate Pence's last-minute defense of the Constitution over Trump. Bolton said that an Oval Office full of such loyalists would be "a very dangerous circumstance."

I am aware of all the arguments people make in favor of protest votes, and about how no one should have to mark the box for a candidate they don't like. In a normal political year, I might even buy some of them. If you genuinely think that Trump and Biden are exact political isomers of each other--symmetrical in their badness and differing only in style--then not voting for either of them makes sense at least in theory, because you are in effect saying that you don't think anything will really change either way.

In 2024, however, overwrought comparisons between Trump and Biden make no sense at all, and people like Bolton and Ryan know it. This realization is why, when they go on about Trump, they list chapter and verse about why they can't support him, but when they get to Biden, they retreat to stock "He's been a disaster" phrases: They know that to draw too much of an equivalence between Biden and Trump would be inane. Biden is a typical (and relatively moderate center-left) American president, and the Jimmy Clean Hands Republicans know that outside MAGA world, they would sound pusillanimous if they started mumbling about egg prices and diversity training programs while Trump is threatening to attack the Constitution, release insurrectionists from prison, and use the government to get revenge on his personal enemies.

In the end, the Clean Hands position encourages people to think that their vote really does not matter, other than as a solipsistic expression of personal dissatisfaction. It indulges the narcissistic fantasy that on Election Day, a town crier will say, "1 million votes for Biden, 1 million and one votes for Trump, and one admirable vote for Ronald Reagan. We all want to thank you for your deeply principled stand. And it's not your fault that Trump won the state."

Most of these ostensible Trump opponents, of course, will be happy no matter what happens in 2024. If Trump wins, they can push their Jimmy Clean Hands image, noting that no matter how much they hated Trump, they didn't betray the party. If Trump loses, they can say that they warned their fellow Republicans. Either way, they can float above the fray. Because they care only about their own viability, both options work out: The Clean Hands Republicans believe that they will stay influential, moving and shaking, as if the Republican Party and the conservatism they once knew still existed.

I have sometimes been asked whether I would prefer that people vote for Trump or not vote at all. I think it is every American's right not to vote, or to write in Marvin the Martian if they so choose. But I find it deeply mendacious for Republican leaders who know exactly how voting works--and especially how protest votes can affect the Electoral College--to make the simultaneous cases that Trump is completely unfit for office and that the election should not be regarded as a binary choice. The reality is that only one of two men will emerge with the codes to the U.S. nuclear arsenal. These prominent Republicans know better, which suggests to me that what they are really saying is that they hope Trump will win--but that they hope he wins with the votes of others, so that they themselves may avoid the moral stain of voting for a racist, misogynist felon who egged on rioting seditionists.

Personally, I vote as if my vote is the deciding ballot. I know it isn't, of course, but it focuses my mind and makes me take the civic duty of voting seriously. People have given their lives for my right to stand in that booth, and when American democracy is facing a clear and existential threat, their sacrifice deserves something more than the selfish calculations of the Jimmy Clean Hands caucus.

Related:

	A wild and dangerous 2024 experiment
 	How Donald Trump became unbeatable




Today's News

	In a unanimous decision, the Supreme Court voted to uphold access to mifepristone, a medication commonly used for abortions.
 	Leaders of the G7 countries agreed to give Ukraine a $50 billion loan for purchasing weapons and rebuilding damaged infrastructure. The U.S. and Ukraine also signed a 10-year security agreement that President Biden said would help steer Ukraine toward NATO membership in the future.
 	Senate Republicans blocked a bill that would enshrine a nationwide right to access in vitro fertilization.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Clint Smith surfaces stories from The Atlantic's archives that capture the many sides of fatherhood.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Joanne Imperio / The Atlantic. Source: SSPL / Getty.



The Decline of Streaking

By Michael Waters

Fifty years ago, you couldn't watch a live televised event without the possibility that a nude person might beeline past the camera. Streaking burst onto the scene in the 1970s, when media outlets began writing about college fraternities embracing the practice, and it quickly grew into a cultural phenomenon. Streakers crashed the Oscars, the Olympics, Wimbledon, a handful of rugby games, a Pan Am flight, and a plaza on Wall Street ...
 These days, I'm willing to bet there are few if any rogue nudists blazing across your phone or computer screen. "It seems like a dying art," Cara Snyder, a professor of women's, gender, and sexuality studies at the University of Louisville, told me ... Where did all the naked dashers go?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How to take--and give--criticism well
 	"An ode to my intact dog"
 	Excuse me, is there AI in that?
 	Malcolm Ferguson: Negro-league players don't belong in the MLB record books.
 	The secret code of pickup basketball




Culture Break


Walt Disney Studios



Watch. Pixar's Inside Out 2 (out now in theaters) is not a substitute for therapy, but it has a good enough time exploring the life of the mind, David Sims writes.

Listen. The latest episode of Radio Atlantic looks into what the history of urbanization can teach us about mass digital migration.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        The 2024 Audubon Photography Awards (12 photos)
        The winners of the 15th annual Audubon Photography Awards were just announced. Photographers competed for nine prizes, submitting more than 2,300 entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories. The National Audubon Society was once again kind enough to share some of the winning photographs with us.

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

      

      
        Photos: Keeping Cool in the Summer Heat (21 photos)
        As the first day of summer approaches, record-setting high temperatures have already been observed in several places across the Northern Hemisphere, and the American Northeast is bracing for a dangerous heat wave. People in Europe, Asia, and North America have taken to nearby beaches, lakes, and water parks to find relief. Collected below are recent images of people and animals doing what they can to beat the heat.

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

      

      
        Photos of the Week: River Violin, Stuffed Bear, Laser Run (35 photos)
        Blackout conditions in parts of Ukraine, whale watching on the Australian coast, a track-and-field competition in Italy, worshippers around the Kaaba in Saudi Arabia, flooding in parts of southern Florida, fencers in training in Kenya, anti-government protests in Argentina, and much more

To receive an email notification every time a new photo story is published, sign up here.
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            The winners of the 15th annual Audubon Photography Awards were just announced. Photographers competed for nine prizes, submitting more than 2,300 entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories. The National Audubon Society was once again kind enough to share some of the winning photographs with us.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two small grebe chicks ride on the back of an adult, as another adult feeds one of the chicks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-necked Grebe. Youth Honorable Mention. Two red-necked grebe chicks ride on the back of an adult, as another adult feeds one of the chicks at Colonel Samuel Smith Park in Etobicoke, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: A small black-capped bird twists its head around while flying, shaking off droplets of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Forster's Tern. Professional Honorable Mention. A Forster's tern twists its head around while in flight, shaking off droplets of water. Photographed at Shoreline Lake in Mountain View, California.
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                [image: A quail perches on top of a small bush in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                California Quail. Birds in Landscapes Prize Winner.  A California quail perches on top of a small bush in a field in Santa Cruz, California.
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                [image: A bird dives below the surface of water, kicking up its legs and splashing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Common Gallinule. Fisher Prize Winner. A common gallinule's feet stick out of the surface of water as it dives. Photographed in Tarpon Springs, Florida.
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                [image: Two small birds appear to fight while on the ground, flapping.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blackburnian Warbler. Grand Prize Winner. A pair of Blackburnian warblers scuffle. Photographed in Pennsylvania's Promised Land State Park.
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                [image: A group of seven white ptarmigans, photographed in flight against a completely white background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Willow Ptarmigan. Professional Winner. A group of seven willow ptarmigans, photographed in flight against a completely white background, in Kluane National Park, Yukon, Canada.
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                [image: A wild turkey stands on a set of railroad tracks, wings outstretched.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wild Turkey. Female Bird Prize Winner. A female wild turkey stands on railroad tracks in Roseville, Minnesota.
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                [image: Many grackles fly past and perch on power lines above a road intersection.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great-tailed Grackle. Amateur Winner. Silhouetted grackles fly past and perch on power lines at the corner of Slaughter Lane and Congress Avenue in Austin, Texas.
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                [image: An owl hangs upside down while feeding on a squirrel among bare tree branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Barred Owl. Amateur Honorable Mention. A barred owl hangs upside down while feeding on a squirrel in Deep Brook Preserve in Newtown, Connecticut.
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                [image: One kestrel sits on top of another, perched on a post.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Kestrel. Youth Winner. A pair of American kestrels, photographed in Calero County Park in San Jose, California.
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                [image: A flock of avocets stand in silhouette along a shoreline at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Avocet. Video Honorable Mention. A flock of American avocets stand in silhouette along the shoreline at the Bolivar Flats Audubon Shorebird Sanctuary in Port Bolivar, Texas.
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                [image: A small wren perches between two long vertical stems, its legs splayed out to grasp each one sideways.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sedge Wren and Gray-head Coneflower. Plants for Birds Honorable Mention. A tiny sedge wren perches between two long stems at John E. Pearce Provincial Park in Wallacetown, Ontario, Canada.
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        Photos: Keeping Cool in the Summer Heat

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 18, 2024

            	21 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the first day of summer approaches, record-setting high temperatures have already been observed in several places across the Northern Hemisphere, and the American Northeast is bracing for a dangerous heat wave. People in Europe, Asia, and North America have taken to nearby beaches, lakes, and water parks to find relief. Collected below are recent images of people and animals doing what they can to beat the heat.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person is seen mid-dive, falling toward a large body of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man jumps into the sea to cool himself off during hot weather in Istanbul on June 11, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Cem Tekkesinoglu / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People are splashed at a water park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People are splashed at a water park at the GIP Mall on a hot day, as the temperatures rise around Delhi, on June 11, 2024, in Noida, India.
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                [image: A half-dozen children splash in an above-ground swimming pool set up in a small courtyard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people cool off in a swimming pool during high temperatures in the Al Dewika district of Cairo on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A person raises their arms, enjoying the coolness of water being sprayed from a mister.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A baseball fan cools off in a mister before a game between the Kansas City Royals and the New York Yankees in Kansas City, Missouri, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Three people in waist-deep water wear bathing suits and head coverings that cover their face as well.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three people wear "facekinis" as they cool off in the water at the No. 1 Bathing Beach in Qingdao, in China's Shandong province, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A family walks in shallow water at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A family walks in the water at sunset along the Great Salt Lake, near Salt Lake City, on June 13, 2024.
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                [image: A man sleeps, mostly submerged in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man sleeps in the river Ganges on a hot summer day in Varanasi, India, on June 18, 2024.
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                [image: People in many small boats fish along a broad and shallow waterfall on a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People fish and relax on the Nile River on the outskirts of Cairo, on June 7, 2024.
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                [image: People skate on an indoor ice rink. One pushes a small penguin statue across the ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iraqis skate at the Zayouna Mall ice skating rink in Baghdad on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: More than a dozen colorful rafts carry tourists down a mild set of rapids in a steep river valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists raft down a narrow stretch of Jiuwan stream at a scenic spot in Yichang, Hubei province, China, on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: Two women in swimsuits carry inflated swim rings along a lake shore.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two women walk into Lake Mead in Boulder City, Nevada, on June 8, 2024, as a heat wave continued to hit the area.
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                [image: A boy cools off in a fountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy cools off in a fountain outside Wrigley Field before a baseball game between the Chicago Cubs and the St. Louis Cardinals as hot weather descended on the Chicago area on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a beach and shoreline, with many people on the beach with umbrellas set up.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Ilica Beach, crowded with beachgoers, in Izmir, Turkey, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A fisherman sits in a float tube in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fisherman finds relief from the heat in a lake in Hart Memorial Park, near Bakersfield, California, on June 5, 2024.
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                [image: A person cools off in front of a mister.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fan cools off in mist before the Congressional Baseball Game at Nationals Park in Washington, D.C., on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Several surfers catch a small wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers catch a wave in Navarre Beach, Florida, on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: People, many carrying umbrellas, walk beneath water misting stations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Misters cool off pilgrims at the base of Saudi Arabia's Mount Arafat--also known as Jabal al-Rahmah, or "Mount of Mercy"--during the Hajj pilgrimage on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: Children play in a fountain, where water sprays from a hole in a wall with a large video display of a face, making it look like a giant is squirting the water out of its mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People cool off at Crown Fountain in Millennium Park as temperatures reached a record high of 97 degrees Fahrenheit on June 17, 2024, in Chicago.
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                [image: A mother and daughter sit on a beach in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Natasha Bertram cools off with her daughter at the beach in Humboldt Park in Chicago on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A race horse is sprayed with cold water from a hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A racehorse is sprayed with cold water on a very hot day in Duzce, Turkey, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: Two people float on a paddle board on a lake, seen at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple floats on Shawnee Mission Lake at the end of a warm day in Shawnee, Kansas, on June 17, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: River Violin, Stuffed Bear, Laser Run

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 14, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Blackout conditions in parts of Ukraine, whale watching on the Australian coast, a track-and-field competition in Italy, worshippers around the Kaaba in Saudi Arabia, flooding in parts of southern Florida, fencers in training in Kenya, anti-government protests in Argentina, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tennis player smiles while sitting with a trophy among a crowd of excited young people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Carlos Alcaraz of Spain holds a trophy as he celebrates with a group of ball kids after winning the Men's Singles Final match against Alexander Zverev of Germany on day 15 of the 2024 French Open at Roland Garros in Paris, France, on June 9, 2024.
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                [image: A giant panda sprawled on a wooden replica of a car]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant panda plays on a wooden car at the Chongqing Zoo in Chongqing, China, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a wetsuit and flotation vest falls from an obstacle course into a pond at a water park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ed Davey, leader of the Liberal Democrats, falls into the water during a visit to the Spot-On Wake aqua jungle at Wootton Park in Stratford-upon-Avon, England, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Several protesters kick at the shields of a group of riot police who push back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anti-government protesters clash with police outside Congress as lawmakers debate a reform bill promoted by Argentine President Javier Milei in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wearing fencer's gear spar on a rooftop in a city setting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tsavora Fencing Mtaani Club members take part in a fencing bout during a training session in the Mathare informal settlement of Nairobi, Kenya, on June 9, 2024.
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                [image: A singer performs while wearing a huge garment that is partially inflated to occupy most of a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nemo performs at the Harri Newgen Presentation during London Fashion Week at the Royal Academy of Arts on June 8, 2024, in London, England.
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                [image: Several people look on as large plumes of fire and smoke rise nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames rise after a massive fire broke out in an asphalt storage facility at an oil refinery located on Erbil-Gwer road in Iraq on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Fireworks explode above terraced fields on a steep hillside decorated with lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks explode above terraced fields decorated with lights to celebrate the Shuyang Festival in Guilin, in China's Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighter uses a hose to douse a burning tree during a forest fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter tackles a blaze during a forest fire near Vidauban, France, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: A man stands beside a damaged brick wall, holding a small goat, beside two other goats.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Viktor Zinchenko, 67, who cares for a herd of 50 goats, shows a corner of his house that was damaged by Russian artillery fire in Orikhiv, a city in the Zaporizhzhia region, in southeastern Ukraine, close to the front line.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Dmytro Smolienko / Ukrinform / Future Publishing / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Five pigs wearing racing jerseys run toward the camera, jumping small hurdles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Joseph's Amazing Racing Pigs entertain the crowds at the Gillingham and Shaftesbury Spring Countryside Show, on June 9, 2024, in Shaftesbury, England.
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                [image: A small dog stands, partly supported by a wheeled apparatus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is able to stand and walk with the aid of a wheeled support structure made by veterinary students in Hanoi, Vietnam, on June 12, 2024. Pet owners can bring cats and dogs with limited mobility for traditional and electro-acupuncture treatment at the community veterinary clinic on the Vietnam National University of Agriculture campus, founded by 91-year-old Dr. Pham Thi Xuan Van.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Chris Trinh / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person rides their horse in a river, as it swims.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person rides their horse in the River Eden during the Appleby Horse Fair on June 8, 2024, in Appleby, England.
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                [image: People watch from a coastline as a whale splashes with its tail in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch a whale swim past at Boat Harbour north of Sydney, Australia, on June 10, 2024. More than 40,000 whales make their way along the New South Wales coast, known as the Humpback Highway, on their northern migration from May to November each year.
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                [image: A person wearing a suit jacket plays a violin while standing in a shallow area in a rushing river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ugur Cit plays the violin in the middle of the Munzur River to draw attention to the beauty of the Munzur Valley National Park in Tunceli, Turkey, on June 8, 2024.
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                [image: A person carries a bag and a small dog out of a flooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iraida Rodriguez carries her dog, Benji, as she evacuates from her flooded home in Hollywood, Florida, on June 12, 2024. As tropical moisture passes through the region, heavy rain has flooded areas.
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                [image: A shepherd guides a large herd of sheep on a road through a steep valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Departing from Siirt with approximately 10,000 animals, nomads reach Hakkari, Turkey, on June 9, 2024, after days of traveling. Passing through the Hakkari-Cukurca highway with their herds, they continue their journey toward the village of Cimenli to ascend to the highlands near Mount Sumbul.
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                [image: A tall mountain stands beyond populated areas in a series of valleys.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Illimani mountain, seen from La Paz, Bolivia, on June 13, 2024
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                [image: Demonstrators in Israel hold up signs and Israeli flags during a march.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators hold photos of hostages held in the Gaza Strip and a photo of released hostage Noa Argamani during a protest calling for a hostages deal on June 8, 2024, in Tel Aviv, Israel.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Amir Levy / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Muslims praying at the Kaaba, arranged in circles on the ground level and in seating in a surrounding structure]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows Muslims praying at the Kaaba, in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, on June 11, 2024, during the Hajj pilgrimage.
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                [image: People walk across a set of wooden-arch bridges near a wooded hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On June 10, 2024, visitors walk on the Kintaikyo Bridge, a historical wooden bridge built in 1673 in Iwakuni city of Yamaguchi prefecture, Japan.
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                [image: Six small yellow, blue, and rust-colored birds perch along a branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of bee-eaters perches along a branch in the Beysehir district of Konya, Turkey.
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                [image: Farm workers pick strawberries alongside long greenhouse enclosures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of greenhouses producing strawberries in Aydin, Turkey, on June 11, 2024
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                [image: An athlete lies on the track after finishing a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Linn Soderholm of Team Sweden reacts after crossing the finish line in the Women's 3,000 Meter Steeplechase Final on day three of the 26th European Athletics Championships at Stadio Olimpico on June 9, 2024, in Rome, Italy.
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                [image: A close shot of two hands, each holding a modified laser pistol, marked with country names for a competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vladyslav Chekan of Ukraine competes in the Men's Laser Run Qualifications of the 2024 Laser Running World Championships at Zhengzhou Olympic Sports Center in Zhengzhou, China, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: A swimmer competes, passing by underwater in a pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Australia's Kaylee McKeown competes in the women's 200-meter individual-medley heats during the Australian Swimming Trials at the Brisbane Aquatic Center in Chandler, Australia, on June 10, 2024.
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                [image: Patches of white and red light shine from lamps on a bicycle as it passes by on a dark street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cyclist rides his bike on a dark street during a partial blackout in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 6, 2024, following Russian strikes on Ukrainian energy infrastructure.
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                [image: A man rides on a horse as they are splashed with water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Race horses at a farm are splashed with cold water by grooms, to cool them off on a hot day in Duzce, Turkey, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: At least five people laugh as they work together to carry a large stuffed bear through a hallway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Staff members of Senator Jeanne Shaheen's office push a stuffed bear through a loading dock as it arrives on Capitol Hill on June 11, 2024, in Washington, D.C. Two stuffed animals, Marty the Moose and Kodak the Bear, will be on display in Shaheen's office as part of the 13th annual Experience New Hampshire event.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Andrew Harnik / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a baby caiman]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectacled caimans are pictured after being released in Buenaventura, Valle del Cauca department, Colombia, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of people in three small boats, all full of plastic items, floating in a garbage-choked river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in small boats collect recyclable plastics from the heavily polluted Citarum River in Batujajar Village in Bandung, West Java, on June 12, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people fishing in shallow muddy water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows people fishing during the Sanke mon collective-fishing festival in San, Mali, on June 6, 2024. The rite commemorates the founding of the town of San and marks the beginning of the rainy season.
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                [image: Costumed performers clap while walking through a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers of Marcha de Bica are seen dressed in costume in the old quarter of Bica before leaving to parade in Avenida da Liberdade in Lisbon, Portugal, on June 12, 2024. Bica is one of the historic neighborhoods filled with food and drink stalls during celebrations on the eve of Santo Antonio day, dedicated to the Patron Saint of Lisbon.
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                [image: A group of schoolchildren hold up dozens of puzzle cubes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hungarian students pose with Rubik's Cubes during a flashmob to celebrate the 50th anniversary of Hungarian architect Erno Rubik's invention, in Budapest, on June 12, 2024. In 1974, Rubik created the first prototype of a movable cube made out of small wooden blocks and held together by a unique mechanism. More than 500 million copies of the cult object have been sold, not counting the many counterfeits.
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                [image: A young person sits on the rubble of a destroyed building, playing a guitar, as a crowd of children watches nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rahaf Nasser, who lost her home and musical instruments during Israeli attacks on Gaza and was forced to relocate to Deir al-Balah with her family, plays a borrowed guitar and sings to convey the suffering of Gazans living under harsh wartime conditions in Gaza 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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/06/photos-of-the-week-river-violin-stuffed-bear-laser-run/678685/
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